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2020 Foresight
With the first session of the 57th Legislature already a fading memory, 

political eyes naturally turn to 2020.
It’s a presidential election year, of course. But Oklahomans also will 

decide who fills one of our two U.S. Senate seats and whether Republi-
cans hold their legislative supermajorities.

Additionally, voters could determine the fate of one of the most con-
tentious public policy issues of our time: expanding Medicaid coverage 
to 100,000 working poor. And, oh, did we mention an expected petition 
drive aimed at ending gerrymandering, once and for all?

With the first Democratic presidential debates already in the books, 
here are three 2020 storylines that bear watching:

1. Could Donald Trump become a drag on Oklahoma Republicans?
At first blush, the notion seems preposterous. Trump carried all 77 

counties in 2016 – capturing nearly two of every three votes cast. Con-
ventional wisdom is he remains immensely popular here, in part be-
cause he’s widely viewed as an outsider willing to challenge DC’s norms.

But polling data suggest his standing with Oklahomans may be the 
equivalent of five miles wide and one inch deep. When Gallup crunched 
data from its 2018 tracking polls, it found Sooners only narrowly offered 
a favorable assessment of Trump’s job performance – 51% to 44%.

Just last month, Morning Consult’s latest survey revealed Trump’s net 
approval is down 25 percentage points in Oklahoma since taking office 
– from 61-27 in January 2017 to 52-43 last month.

Of course, the fact more Oklahomans are grumbling today about 
Trump’s performance doesn’t mean he won’t secure their votes in No-
vember 2020. And remember: Trump’s standing with potential GOP pri-
mary voters remains stratospheric – in the high 80s.

Still … given the potential wear-and-tear of ongoing congressional and 
criminal investigations, it’s hardly a stretch to wonder whether Trump 
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Observerscope

Join us for July 11’s Newsmak-
ers, featuring Rep. Forrest Ben-
nett and UCO Prof John Wood dis-
cussing big money’s impact on OK 
policymaking and sorely-needed 
ethics reforms. See back cover for 
details.

Dart: To GOP state Rep. Lewis 
Moore, whose request for an anti-
Medicaid expansion interim study 
specified that Democratic U.S. 
Rep. Kendra Horn should not be 
invited to participate. If his bulb 
were any dimmer he wouldn’t even 
qualify as a nightlight.

State of Emergency: 16.7% of 
Oklahoma’s sixth-12th graders ad-
mit seriously considering suicide 
in the last year. – OK Department 
of Mental Health and Substance 
Abuse Services

Laurel: To U.S. Rep. Kendra 
Horn, winning House support for 
funding to help train law enforce-
ment in dealing with mentally 
ill and developmentally disabled 
people. OK officers last year trans-
ferred 17,860 in mental health cri-
sis to emergency rooms.

SCOTUS’ gerrymandering punt 
hastens need for Oklahoma to cre-
ate an independent redistricting 
commission. Voters should pick 
their representatives, not other 
way around. [FYI: A petition drive 
is expected to be unveiled soon.]

Dart: To Gov. Kevin Stitt, allow-
ing his new criminal justice task 
force to operate behind closed 
doors. It technically may not vio-
late the Open Meetings Act, but it 
obliterates the spirit of the law.

In refusing to hear a challenge to 
SB 608, the state Supreme Court 
left no doubt who is the decider on 
liquor law changes: It’s the Legis-
lature. The ruling is a big win for 
small businesses and consumers.

Laurel: To former AG Drew Ed-
mondson, named co-chair of a 
new Animal Wellness Foundation 
and Animal Wellness Action task 
force focusing on enforcement of 
anti-cruelty laws nationally. As he 
put it, “The animals can’t talk for 
themselves.”

That shockwave felt across car-
bon country was a U.S. Energy In-
formation Administration report 
that clean energy – for the first 
time – supplied more of America’s 
electricity than coal in April.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 44
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Letters

CONTINUED ON PAGE 45

Editor, The Observer:
It seems that an armed*, un-

manned, U.S. drone headed to-
ward Iran in disputed air space is 
“warlike” in 2019, but the shoot-
ing down of a commercial Iranian 
airliner heading west toward Saudi 
Arabia killing about 280 people 
over open ocean far from Iran in 
1988 by an American warship was 
simply a “mistake.”

* President Trump claims it was 
“unarmed.”

Frank Silovsky
Oklahoma City

Editor, The Observer:
Just who has the tension?
It’s not Pete Buttigieg who’s ex-

posing tensions in the GLBT de-
mographic – it’s the minorities 
themselves.

I’m amused at self-declared lead-
ers of minority groups, either the 
volunteer kind or the ones paid to 
promote the respective minority, 
who rag on Buttigieg for not be-
ing minority enough, usually the 
deficiency being the prime focus 
of the ragger, be it trans-person 
deficient, color deficient, income 
deficient, child deficient, gender 
deficient – you get the picture.

It can sometimes go the other 
way as well: he’s too educated, too 
experienced, too good at speaking 
about any issue that’s real or try-
ing to appear real, too well off fi-
nancially.

If these self-identified critics 
think they can recruit the perfect 
candidate to represent their stated 
minority then why haven’t they 
done so before now? Why pick on 
someone who is willing, talented, 
smart enough, and brave enough 
to run for president and then find 
fault because of your inability to 
understand the golden opportuni-
ty that is now available to us?

James Nimmo
Oklahoma City

Editor, The Observer:
I am happy to hear that there is 

a renewed interest in renovating 
the OKC Freedom Center; howev-
er, I am convinced that the plan-
ning that has been done so far is 
irreflective of the desires and con-
cerns of the entire Central Oklaho-
ma civil rights community.

Drusilla Dunjee did 10 times as 
much for civil rights as Clara Lu-
per ever did. I think it is prema-
ture to assume the center should 

be named after Clara Luper. My 
grandfather fought the KKK with 
guns in the 1920s. Your family 
and ancestors played their roles in 
Oklahoma civil rights. The Lupers 
have utterly ignored the contribu-
tions made by W. B. Parker and E. 
Melvin Porter. If I wasn’t fighting 
my way back from bone marrow 
transplant I would be attending 
those board meetings and stating 
an alternate prospective.

The Lupers have tooted their own 
horn vociferously for many years. I 
have never heard them praise W.B. 
Parker or the other ministers who 
started the garbage strike in Okla-
homa City, and I have heard the 
Lupers speak publicly on many 
occasions. To hear them tell it, the 
Oklahoma civil rights movement 
started with Clara Luper.

When did Clara Luper ever talk 
about the contributions made by 
Roscoe Dunjee? Never, that I know 
of.

I think the board of directors 
needs to seek more input from 
the community before assuming a 
name for the project.

Fannie Paschall Bates
Fort Worth

Editor’s Note: Fannie Bates 
served in various positions with 
the state, regional and OKC NAACP 
and is a former board member of 
the League of United Latin Ameri-
can Citizens in OKC.

Editor, The Observer:
Trump taxed imports with the 

justification
That it would reduce immigrant 

infiltration
Thus increasing costs of goods 

sold
And placing Mexico’s jobs on 

hold
It’s nothing but reciprocation.

Tom Birbilis
Tulsa

Editor, The Observer:
Louisiana has passed an anti-
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Arnold Hamilton

If The Unthinkable Occurs,
You’ll Know Who To Blame

That Oklahoma’s prisons are woefully under-
staffed and over-crowded cannot be a revelation to 
the powers that be at NE 23rd and Lincoln Blvd.

Nor can the fact they’ve failed, for a decade, to 
defuse this powder keg, exposing the state to un-
acceptable risks – think: another deadly riot or a 
federal court takeover.

Oh, sure, lawmakers threw corrections a few 
bones this session: a $2 an hour pay raise for most 
employees, $12 million for Hepatitis C treatment, 
and making retroactive SQ 780’s reclassification of 
some felonies to misdemeanors, which should help 
ease crowding.

But it was a far cry from what Corrections Director 
Joe Allbaugh bluntly said was needed to keep his 
agency afloat.

So, Allbaugh recently took matters into his own 
hands. He quit without warning – the political equiv-
alent of giving statehouse leadership the bird.

His abrupt departure should give all Oklahomans 
pause.

Prisons can be tough to manage in the best of 
circumstances. Oklahoma’s were among the worst. 
The inmate population routinely exceeded 110% of 
capacity. The inmate-guard ratio hovered near 90-1 – 
the national average is about 10-1.

In 3½ years as agency director, Allbaugh worked 
miracles, helping the state avoid nightmare sce-
narios. But his repeated requests for a serious state 
investment in corrections fell on deaf ears.

Evidently, he tired of waiting. Or hoping lawmakers 
would do the right thing.

“Rightly or wrongly, it’s been a challenge,” he told 
the corrections board, as he announced his immedi-
ate departure. “But as the ‘Good Book’ says, every 
season has its time.”

Allbaugh left little doubt he wearied of elected 
leadership’s indifference to an agency on the brink 
and to warnings from “the subject matter experts” – 
the dedicated, despite being over-worked, staff.

“Please do not become the Legislature,” he urged 
corrections board members, “and treat them like 
second-class citizens.”

It is not difficult to imagine that some may regard 
Allbaugh was just another agency director, hat for-
ever in hand, begging for more taxpayer money than 
the state could afford or should spend.

That would be wrong.
Yes, Allbaugh sought some eye-popping appropria-

tions – totals most agency directors wouldn’t dare. 
Examples: The last two years, he asked his agency’s 
budget be tripled, so it not only could increase sala-
ries and boost hiring, but also add about 5,200 beds.

The requests were DOA at the Legislature, of 
course. But Allbaugh’s proposals shouldn’t have 
been so easily dismissed. He was an agency director 
who served both Republican and Democratic gover-
nors, going back to Henry Bellmon, and a president, 
George W. Bush, in high-ranking positions.

He watched as Texas and Oklahoma pursued puni-
tive laws that caused prison populations to explode 
– Oklahoma’s incarceration rate is now No. 1 per 
capita. And he watched as the two states’ correc-
tions policies diverged.

In 2007, Texas lawmakers were in a box. Their 
decades-long emphasis on punishment over reha-
bilitation meant the state would need 17,000 more 
prison beds over five years. Sound familiar?

This is where the story takes a turn: Conserva-
tive, lock-‘em-up Texas embraced criminal justice 
reforms – including more drug courts and mental 
health programs – which helped reduce its prison 
population. Rather than fund 17,000 new beds, 
Texas closed four prisons, saving about $3 billion.

Significantly, crime rates dropped to levels not 
seen in half a century.

Allbaugh’s frank assessments about Oklahoma’s 
prison needs and Texas’ experience undoubtedly en-
couraged state voters to approve SQs 780 and 781, 
aimed at getting us smart-on-crime.

Unfortunately, legislative leadership slow-walked 
many of the proposals voters embraced. Inmate 
populations still grow. And now the Corrections De-
partment’s highly regarded director has bailed.

If the unthinkable occurs, there’s little doubt 
who’s to blame.
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Epic’s Response To Exposes Helps
Illustrate Harm Of Online Charters

BY JOHN THOMPSON

The press has been full of exposés of Epic for-
profit charters’ poor student performance, 
high costs, and scandals. Oklahoma Watch’s 
Jennifer Palmer has been exceptionally dili-

gent in documenting their questionable behavior, the 

lack of accountability, and the political contributions 
of Epic and other virtual schools.

Palmer’s latest, Former Epic Teachers Describe 
Pressure to Manipulate Enrollment, may be the best 
of the bunch.

Ironically, Epic’s vociferous reply to the Oklahoma 
Watch’s journalism offers more insights into why 
Epic illustrates the inherent harm of online charters.

Palmer’s June 26 reporting explains, “More than 
half of Epic’s 20,000 students in June 2018 were 
enrolled part-year, according to state Education De-
partment data.” This means that “four in 10 student 
tests were not factored into the [school report card] 
grades. That’s 7,423 exams that didn’t count in 2017-
18, the latest year for which state data is available.”

Moreover, at least seven former teachers claimed 
that some administrators encouraged or pressured 
teachers to “manipulate students’ enrollment for 
years in order to improve employees’ bonus pay.” 
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Palmer also explained why the manipulation was 
“easy to do,” and how a former teacher said, “Teach-
ers had the ability to withdraw students themselves 
from their own computers with ‘a click of a button.’”

Palmer reported, “Epic recruits teachers with offers 
of a potential six-figure paycheck. But up to half of 
that compensation comes in the form of the bonus.” 
She then got into the weeds of the unintended effects 
that often follow those incentives.

This destructive cycle is partially due to “a hyper-
focus” on benchmark tests. Non-educators likely 
don’t understand how a “data-based” concentration 
on these assessments can create a “culture of fear,” 
but Palmer illuminates the real-world dynamics, al-
lowing us to ask whether these destructive dynamics 
are inherent in the Epic model.

A teacher explained the monthly reports categoriz-
ing students as “red, yellow or green.” She said that 
“Epic’s enforcement of truancy standards was lax for 
yellow and green students but rigorously applied to 
red students.”

Another teacher explained:
My principal would instruct me to give addition-

al remediation assignments and mandatory online 
homework-help sessions that made it almost im-
possible for the kids to keep up … When students 
couldn’t keep up with the extra things assigned, my 
principal began pressuring me to withdraw them for 
truancy.

Epic quickly replied with a statement by former 
journalists M. Scott Carter and Phil Cross, who now 
work for Epic. They claimed the Oklahoma Watch ar-
ticle “implies that ALL Epic’s administrators are evil, 
skanky people hell bent on the destruction of Okla-
homa’s public education system.”

Carter and Cross also argued that Palmer’s work 
linking such gamesmanship with incentives tied to 
accountability metrics is “more fiction than a Steven 
King novel.” They also called it “nefarious.”

But perhaps because of a lack of knowledge of how 
public education operates, the Epic spokesmen raise 
issues that actually explain why Epic is a prime ex-
ample of how data-driven, market-driven policies 
have severely harmed so many children. 

Below are a few examples of how Epic’s reply unwit-
tingly opens the door to tragic truths about online 
charters. The statements in italics are Carter’s and 
Cross’: 

“At no point in the 2017-18 school year did Epic ac-
tually have 20,000 students at any given time. This 
is due to high mobility of students coming in and out 
of the program.”

But this high mobility is known a “churn,” and it 
is due in part to the “disruption” which test-driven, 
charter-driven “reform” intentionally unleashed on 
public schools in the hope that “transformational” 
change would result. But even the strongest charter 
supporters often criticize online charters for the high 
rates of “churn” they contribute to, their low gradu-
ation rates, and low levels of student proficiency 

growth. 
This churn damages children but it assists Epic’s 

quest for quantitative “outcomes.” An Epic school, 
Epic One on One, reported 8,059 enrollees. It isn’t 
easy to find a meaningful presentation of the test 
score progress for its 2,433 test takers for both Eng-
lish and math, but the almost-hidden outcomes of 
the minority who persisted until the spring testing is 
shocking. Only about 23% of those 2,433 progressed 
to higher achievement levels. In theory, Epic’s Blend-
ed Learning charter could produce better outcomes. 
But just over 25% progressed to a higher achievement 
level. 

So, around three-fourths of the enrollees for those 
two Epic charters remained on the same levels or fell 
further behind. About 40% fell further behind!

Combined, the two Epic schools had 13,158 enroll-
ees in 2017.

An outsider like me, reading the Report Card, can-
not say definitively what it means when the numbers 
who met a year’s target for composite achievement 
scores were about 8% of the number of enrollees. And 
the Report Card’s presentations are different for my 
old school, Centennial.

But I can say that the challenges at Centennial were 
far, far greater, and the school received a zero for aca-
demic achievement. And the percentages of students 
at our now-closed school who met their “basic tar-
gets” seem greater than Epic’s.

Even though parent surveys of Oklahoma virtual 
schools show that less than 11% say their children 
are in schools that are “significantly better” than tra-
ditional schools, it might be true that there are “thou-
sands of parents who are happy their children are 
getting an education at Epic.”

But that misses the main point! Some students will 
find virtual schools a good fit, but how many more 
students are damaged by virtual charters? What hap-
pens to the thousands of students who were behind 
when entering, and whose test score levels actually 
declined? 

Carter and Cross cited the following statement in 
Oklahoma Watch:

Epic spokeswoman denies the school allows or 
pushes teachers or principals to withdraw students 
for bonus pay or accountability gains. She provided 
data showing only 8% of tested students in 2017-18 
were withdrawn because of a gap in enrollment, say-
ing it showed Epic didn’t try to manipulate test ac-
countability.

Then they address the key issue regarding this part 
of the debate: “This is called performance pay. It is 
a topic that has been debated by lawmakers and 
policy makers for years in Oklahoma. Some people 
embrace it, other organizations do not.” 

In theory, Epic could be an exception where mon-
etary incentives do not compromise the judgments 
of educators, but one would have thought that Carter 
and Cross would understand that in terms of policy 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 46
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Oklahoma’s Trial Of The Century
BY CAL HOBSON

For some readers the headline above may 
sound overstated, overly dramatic and, well, 
over the top.

I think not.
In the cavernous courtroom of Norman District 

Judge Thad Balkman, billions of dollars are at stake, 
not to mention the lives of thousands, as the lawsuit 
brought by Attorney General Mike Hunter unfolds 
against two drug companies – Johnson & Johnson 
and Janssen.

Lawyers by the dozen represent both sides while 
media from around the world report daily on the 
verbal sparring. Prosecution witnesses are queried 
for hours, sometimes days, as they convey, in great 
detail, the state’s plan to “abate” the so-called “nui-
sance” of the alleged opioid scourge.

Hunter claims the over-prescribing of legal pain 
medicine caused the deaths of at least 6,147 Okla-
homans between 2000 and 2017. Employees of uni-
versities, state agencies, other expert witnesses and 
victims of opioid tragedies have recited in exacting 
detail their knowledge of or experience with these 
compounds that, used properly, are life-savers but 
when abused are life-enders.

As of this writing the defense, represented by local 
and nationally known counsel, has not even begun 
its presentation. Therefore, the Cleveland County 
case is expected to continue well into July.

So far I have attended several days of testimony 
and observed more than 100 hours of live video feed 
courtesy of the Oklahoman newspaper. What’s appar-
ent is the financial stakes involved run into the bil-
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lions of dollars; the methodology of marketing is very 
much in question; what doctors knew about opioids 
is in doubt; why sufferers of pain become addicted to 
these products is cloudy; and, most importantly, did 
Big Pharma put profit over public safety?

These are the issues that one man, Judge Balkman, 
must decide before rendering his decision.

On a personal note, I have known many of the key 
players in this drama for over 30 years. Both General 
Hunter and Judge Balkman were colleagues of mine 
in the House of Representatives; Mental Health and 
Substance Abuse Commissioner Terri White, a key 
witness against Pharma, was a young staffer in the 
state Senate whom I worked with decades ago; and 
attorneys for both sides are known to me, includ-
ing Mike Burrage, Reggie Whitten and John Sparks, 
among others.

All these people, and many others yet to appear, are 
recognized for their integrity, honesty and abilities 
which underscores the gravity of this matter. 

Regardless of how “the Decider of Facts” rules in 
this case, one side – or even both – may appeal the 
decision all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Reason? This is the first of some 2,000 similar legal 
controversies in courts nationwide and, thus, every 
word uttered, each piece of evidence entered or de-
nied, every allegation made, proven or disproven, will 
become fodder for future fights as well as exam mate-
rial to study in law schools forever.

Our Cleveland County courtroom is witnessing, 
hearing and seeing issues argued daily just as con-
sequential as previous life and death decisions ren-
dered in these very same chambers.

With all that as background, the controversy to be 
decided is really a simple one: Did these two pharma-
ceutical giants purposely promote their pain reliev-
ing but addictive products to the point that profitable 
sales outweighed cautious prescriptions by Oklaho-
ma’s doctors? 

Some studies confirm our state is No. 2 in the na-
tion when measuring opioid addiction.

On numerous health indicators we’re also often 
listed on the wrong end of the scale. Smoking, obe-
sity, poverty, hunger, drinking, illegal and legal drug 
abuse, cancer, heart disease, diabetes … taken as a 
whole our citizens are walking time bombs who ex-
perience shorter life expectancies than in any other 
state except for Mississippi and New Mexico.

Two other drug makers – Purdue Pharma and Teva 
– already settled with General Hunter for hundreds 
of millions of dollars and most of that money is ear-
marked for the fledgling National Center for Addic-
tion Studies and Treatment at OSU-Tulsa. Of course, 
several law firms got significant slices of the money 
pie as well. 

Also, many cities and counties have no joined the 
fray and are claiming they, too, have been damaged 
and deserve compensation.

The witness chair has been occupied mostly by doc-
tors and psychiatrists but other individuals have had 

their time in the hot seat, including OU Regent Renzi 
Stone, a well known marketing expert; Tonya Ratcliff, 
who adopted three children suffering from the effects 
of their mothers’ drug ingestion; Craig Box, father 
of deceased football star Austin Box who died of an 
overdose; State Medical Examiner Dr. Eric Pfeifer; the 
aforementioned Commissioner Terri White; as well as 
a Johnson & Johnson lobbyist and a key state em-
ployee.

The expenses on both sides for expert witnesses 
are enormous with one New York psychiatrist admit-
ting he is being paid $750 per hour for his prepara-
tion and subsequent testimony. 

The bill just for him so far? Over $500,000 and still 
counting.

However, the Norman economy has benefited great-
ly from the goings-on with hotels full, meals catered 
twice daily to defense dandies and office space on 
Main Street going to the highest bidder. 

Also, one prominent dry cleaner tells me his busi-
ness hasn’t been this good since former OU football 
coach Howard Schnellenberger and his beautifully-
attired wife were customers. 

It’s probably true that coaches’ wives need to look 
sharp on Saturdays in the Santee Lounge, but we all 
know the final score after the fourth quarter is what 
really matters to the Sooner Nation. Just ask Schnel-
ly … if you an find him.

By the time Judge Balkman renders his much an-
ticipated ruling the OU football season will be on the 
horizon, the weather cooling [if not the tempers of 
the warring legal eagles], and regardless of the out-
come, billions and billions of bucks may, or may not, 
be in play. 

And as former U.S. Senate Minority Leader Everett 
Dirksen, R-IL, liked to say, a billion here and a bil-
lion there and pretty soon you’re talking about real 
money.

Such calculation is also the case in a formerly ob-
scure, second-floor courtroom in the Midwestern col-
lege town of Norman, America. And depending on the 
decision rendered, this country – and others around 
the world – may be changed forever.

Now that is a big deal, for sure.
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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BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

The long-term consequences of the 
state’s opioid lawsuits are potentially 
profound, starting with the Purdue 
settlement that will help fund addic-

tion treatment and research at Oklahoma State 
University’s Center for Wellness and Recovery 
in Tulsa.

Is it also possible this could be a public-policy 
turning point stretching far beyond the opioid 
crisis?

Not since it took on Big Tobacco nearly a 
quarter century ago has the state successfully 
mounted an all-out legal assault against deep-
pocketed businesses whose products helped 
fuel a public health crisis.

Truth is, Oklahoma’s elected powers-that-be 
long often were reluctant to rein in corporate 
interests whose deep-pocketed owners know 

Colorado Shows Oklahoma
How To Curb Insulin Costs

well that money greases the statehouse machinery – 
campaign contributions with the maximum-allowable 
number of zeroes and platoons of lobbyists available 
for wining, dining and “educating” lawmakers.

Even so, the state’s willingness to take on Big Phar-
ma suggests policymakers could be open to more 
intervention and regulation – if it could help protect 
workaday Oklahomans from corporate mischief, in-
cluding price gouging, that often exacerbates the 
state’s poor health outcomes.

How will we know if the opioid battle represents 
a new day for state consumers? One possibility is 
whether lawmakers next year seriously consider im-
posing a cap on insulin prices – a step that one of our 
neighbors, Colorado, took last month.

As Sen. Carri Hicks put it, “It’s a very complicated 
issue, but the fact remains that price, in my opinion, 
is causing some of these terrible health outcomes ... 
The price gouging has to stop.”

The OKC Democrat proposed legislation last ses-
sion that was similar to Colorado’s, but it went no-
where. Even so, there was reason for hope: Hicks and 
Rep. T.J. Marti, R-Broken Arrow, successfully co-au-
thored a measure that ensures Oklahomans, begin-
ning Jan. 1, can get emergency refills for life-saving 
prescriptions if a patient’s doctor can’t be reached for 
authorization.

“We think it’s cracked the door open,” says Rep. 
Forrest Bennett, D-OKC, “to have the conversation” 
in-depth about an insulin price cap similar to Colo-
rado’s – $100 per month for insured patients.

It is no secret that diabetes plagues one in seven 
Oklahoma adults. More alarming, nearly 40% are con-

sidered pre-diabetic because of elevated blood glu-
cose levels, according to the American Diabetes As-
sociation. This contributes to myriad serious health 
complications, from heart disease and stroke to am-
putation and blindness, kidney disease and death – at 
a cost estimated at about $3.7 billion annually.

Some lawmakers have resisted getting involved in 
insulin pricing, arguing personal habits and lifestyle 
choices are to blame for the Type 2 diabetes epidem-
ic. No matter how we got there, the fact Oklahoma’s 
health outcomes are among the nation’s worst im-
poses bottom-line costs that keep us from becoming 
all we could be.

Ensuring more Oklahomans can afford insulin 
to manage their diabetes is a no-brainer, especially 
when considering – as Hicks notes – that Americans 
pay about $300 for a vial of insulin, compared to $20 
in other countries.

For the record, Colorado’s measure does not cover 
Medicaid patients or the uninsured. It should be con-
sidered a starting point, at best. Still, it can’t help but 
be a game-changer for those with high deductibles or 
out-of-pocket costs.

Hicks knows first-hand how crushing insulin-re-
lated expenses can be. At 17 months, her son Saw-
yer, now 5, was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes. Even 
with insurance that undoubtedly is better than many 
Oklahomans, Hicks says her family’s out-of-pocket 
expenses range between $300 and $500 monthly.

“My heart aches for families that don’t have the re-
sources we have,” she says. “I think the appetite is 
there to do something [next session] to help people 
who, like my family, need life-saving medication.”
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Oklahoma is currently enjoying a period of 
exceptionally strong revenue growth. As we 
neared the end of FY 2019, general revenue 
collections were already $360 million ahead 

of the year’s estimate, ensuring a large end-of-fiscal-
year deposit to the Rainy Day Fund.

Next year’s revenues collections are projected to be 
more than 20% higher than last year’s, which has al-
lowed the Legislature to approve two straight years of 
substantial funding increases.

Much of the credit for the prosperous fiscal situa-
tion is due to rising oil and gas revenues. In recent 
sessions the Legislature curbed tax breaks for the oil 
and gas industry that had allowed a growing share 
of production to be taxed far below the standard 7% 
rate.

Until 2017, some older wells were taxed at just 1% 
during their first three years of production while new 
wells were taxed at just 2% for three years. In 2017, 
the Legislature restored the rate for all existing wells 
to 7% and then in 2018 restored the rate on new wells 
to 5% for the first 36 months.

Some in the oil and gas industry warned lawmak-
ers that higher tax rates would stifle production and 
harm the energy industry and overall state economy. 
This has not appeared to be the case.

Oil and gas production is currently at all-time highs 
in Oklahoma as well as nationally. Over the 12-month 
period through February 2019, Oklahoma oil produc-
tion averaged 17 million barrels, which is 30% higher 
than during the peak years of the early 1980s.

The restored tax rates and growth in produc-
tion have given state revenues a significant boost. 
Through April, gross production tax [GPT] revenues 
to the General Revenue Fund were at $584 million, 

BY DAVID BLATT

GPT Hike
Fueling
Oklahoma’s 
Revenue 
Boom

which is 132% above last year.
The higher tax rate, which took effect in September, 

accounted for $260 million in increased GPT revenue 
through April, according to data from the state trea-
surer’s office. Total GPT collections are 38% higher 
than they would have been had lawmakers not boost-
ed the rate from 2% to 5%.

We do not have data to determine the impact of re-
storing the 7% rate on older wells on revenue collec-
tions, but it is likely substantial.

The FY 2020 budget approved by the Legislature 
appropriated $7.999 billion across state government, 
$434 million [5.7%] above the original budget for FY 
’19. In addition, lawmakers set aside $200 million for 
the Revenue Stabilization Fund.

Of the roughly $600 million in growth revenue for 
the FY 2020 budget, at least one-third is due to in-
creased gross production tax collections.

Oil and gas taxes are an especially volatile revenue 
source, and there is good reason to be concerned 
about the state’s vulnerability to future drops in col-
lections. However, the state has created a safeguard 
in the Revenue Stabilization Fund, which received a 
$200 million deposit this year and will likely grow by 
at least $200 million more in FY 2021.

Strong oil and gas tax collections, due in substan-
tial part to lawmakers’ willingness in 2017 and 2018 
to restore the gross production tax to higher rates, 
are a major contributor to the state’s fiscal health. 
They are resulting in a large anticipated deposit to 
the Rainy Day Fund as well as significant funding in-
creases and increased savings as part of the FY 2020 
budget.
David Blatt is executive director of Oklahoma Policy 
Institute; www.okpolicy.org
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Breaking Big Money’s Grip
On Oklahoma Policymaking

BY JOHN WOOD

Ten-plus years ago, as an Oklahoma Common 
Cause representative, I sat against a wall be-
hind Oklahoma Ethics Commission mem-
bers meeting in a marbled, fourth-floor legis-

lative conference room.
I noticed a lobbyist laid three neat piles at the end 

of the desk. I later asked the now late Commissioner 
John Raley, a former Ponca City attorney, mayor and 
even a G.H. Bush appointee as U.S. Attorney for the 
Eastern District of Oklahoma, whether I could bring 
something for an upcoming meeting. He said, “Yes.”

By that meeting, I produced a two-sided “7 Things 
You Should Know About Lobbyists In Oklahoma.” 
It covered topics from generous lobbyist salaries to 
how much they spend – and, most of all, the asym-
metrical power dynamic between corporate lobbying 

and everyone else.
First item on the day’s agenda was a proposal to 

reduce from $300 to $200 the amount of gifts – or 
“things of value” – lobbyists were permitted to give 
legislators annually. The limit was designed to re-
duce the influence lobbyists exert by providing legis-
lators such things as expensive meals, alcohol, con-
cert tickets and athletic events.

Based on his reading my one-page report, Commis-
sioner Raley moved to reduce lobbyist principal gifts 
not just to $200, but all the way down to $100. Com-
missioner James Loy seconded and with Don Bing-
ham’s vote, it passed 3-2. 

This was a decade ago, but I still remember clearly 
how ecstatic I was! I helped make a difference on the 
state level. A cleaner, more ethical Oklahoma. I was 
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at the right place at the right time to make that dif-
ference.

The ethics reform had an immediate impact. From 
July to December 2008, lobbyist reports showed 
spending on lawmakers had dropped from about 
$80,000 to about $7,000. Wow – that’s a reduction of 
more than 90% in such a short time!

But – there is always a “but!” – at a later meeting, 
Raley asked me a fateful question: “Can you investi-
gate the total banning of gifts for me?” I did.

THE ZERO AMENDMENT
The following year, after a lot of research and a few 

conversations with Raley and others, I helped him 
write what we affectionately called the “Zero Amend-
ment.”

The commission meeting to consider the propos-
al quickly devolved into a media circus. I ended up 
quoted in no fewer than three newspapers. And I re-
member experiencing “flash blindness” from all the 
TV news lights in my face. 

Media attention was decidedly mixed. The weekly 
Oklahoma Gazette, quoting senior State Chamber of-
ficials, fear-mongered at the prospect of ending the 
“business lunch.” I responded that the business 
lunch would not go away – legislators simply would 
have to pick up their own tabs from now on.

Whether because of per diem or the fact two-thirds 
work other jobs when the Legislature’s not in ses-
sion, I argued they wouldn’t starve.

I was quoted in the Oklahoman as saying: “The 
state Constitution forbids corporations from giving 
campaign contributions to legislators and elected of-
ficials, and it’s troublesome that lobbyists, who can 
be considered middlemen for corporations, are able 
to provide gifts for them.”

I still agree with that statement.
I remember the room filled with lobbyists, public 

officials – even Secretary of State Susan Savage, who 
seemed to be shaking her head at me as if to say “no.”

I nervously spoke to this packed room about my 
findings. I thought it had some chance to be approved, 
especially after I found the commission’s executive 
director, Marilyn Hughes, received 30 emails for the 
Zero Amendment and the same number against.

Not surprisingly, the zero amendment died for lack 
of a second. At least, I gave it the ol’ college try. It 
also gave me a sense of how entrenched the good ol’ 
boy system was and still is and the need for a more 
systematic approach.

Opponents argued the six-month drop in gift-giving 
proved the problem had been solved. 

Is that still true? 
SIX-FOLD JUMP IN LOBBYIST SPENDING

Oklahoma Watch recently reported that lobbyists 
spent a whopping “$473,500 on meals, drinks, and 
gifts for lawmakers and other state officials during 
the first five months of this year.” That’s a six-fold 
increase from a decade earlier when it was merely 
$80,000.

This is happening at a time when the public thinks 

lobbyists have too much sway with legislators.
A 2017 AP-NORC survey, for example, asked respon-

dents which groups have too much or too little power 
in Washington. Lobbyists were ranked third highest 
[65%] – just behind big business and the rich.

Rank-and-file Americans might not be able to con-
nect the dots, but they certainly sense a power imbal-
ance – lobbying often perceived as an opaque activity 
of dubious integrity, which may result in undue influ-
ence and unfair competition.

Lobbying itself is not really the problem, though. 
It certainly has the potential to promote democratic 
participation and actually can provide decision-mak-
ers with valuable insight and information on public 
policy development and implementation. 

But some suggest it is just human nature to feel 
gratitude toward those who give us gifts or, more for-
mally, “things of value.” We certainly experience this 
during holidays, at birthday parties, weddings, and 
other special events. This gratitude results in posi-
tive inclination toward the giver and a feeling to re-
ciprocate.

Yes, it’s natural – but when decision-making is on 
the line, this sentiment toward those who gave you 
something must subverted, lest the public’s interest 
take a backseat without our direct knowledge.

IT’S ALL ABOUT ACCESS 
Do tickets to football games influence legislators? 

Well, consider this: The game serves as an opportuni-
ty to pitch ideas, to learn more about legislators and, 
most importantly, cement relationships. There’s a lot 
of befriending going on when you consider registered 
lobbyists [more than 600] outnumber elected legisla-
tors [149] about four-to-one.

What’s more, legislative leadership itself is even 
more inundated with gifts from lobbyists seeking to 
curry favor.

For example, Oklahoma Watch recently reported 
Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Sen. 
Roger Thompson, R-Okemah, received $2,612 in the 
first half of this 
year. 

The average 
Oklahoman can’t 
afford this type of 
access, often nec-
essary to build 
relationships and 
sway legislation.

To be sure there 
are plenty of lob-
byists working for 
the common good 
at the state Capi-
tol – but they of-
ten lack financial 
resources avail-
able to corporate 
lobbyists.

This creates an 
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unfair power imbalance.
For instance, from my experience, Oklahoma’s 

AARP citizen-lobbyists can’t afford wining and din-
ing legislators any more than the average Oklahoman 
can. Not surprisingly, though, plenty of business lob-
byists, representing more than half of all Oklahoma 
lobbyists, have huge expense budgets to influence 
legislators – and are earning healthy six-figure sala-
ries to boot.

DRIVING SHENANIGANS UNDERGROUND?
Business lobbyists and many legislators argue that 

limiting gifts would simply drive the practice under-
ground – weakening the public’s ability to figure out 
who’s influencing whom and for what purpose.

No, it would constrain certain activities by making 
them illegal. There would be a price to be paid for 
breaking the law or playing fast and loose with the 
rules.

Most legislators would argue a $10 bauble does not 
affect their votes. Maybe so. But the appearance of 
impropriety does hurt citizen trust in government.

And besides, we’re not just talking about baubles. 
There are discounted OSU and OU football and bas-
ketball tickets. Drinks and dinners paid for by special 
interests ranging from groups like the National Rifle 
Association’s Oklahoma affiliate to corporate heavy-
hitters like AT&T.

It’s all about access – and swaying legislators’ 
votes. A few hundred dollars here and there can lever-
age millions of taxpayer dollars that benefit corporate 
bottom lines.

Example: According to Ethics Commission reports, 
contract lobbyist Tyler Warren Norvell has 10 clients, 
including AT&T, Oklahoma Poultry Federation, Inc, 
Devon Energy Co., Oklahoma Rural Water Assoc., 
Inc., Oklahoma State Chamber of Commerce, etc. 

Norvell spent nearly $4,000 on 217 meals for 42 leg-
islators in the first half of 2019. Even with the rules 
as currently written, he could theoretically spend 
$100 per year, per legislator for each of his 10 clients. 

Simple math says that with 149 legislators, he 
could spend up to $149,000 a year on the entire Leg-
islature. That’s a lot more influence than the average 
taxpayer can afford to wield.

IT ISN’T EASY TO ‘FOLLOW THE MONEY’
More troubling: You can’t tell from where the lobby-

ist and lawmakers went – or what they talked about, 
for what lobbyist principal – from the reports that are 
filed with the state Ethics Commission. We can do 
better.

I’m glad the Oklahoma Ethics Commission has an 

electronic interface, but it’s a clumsy system of .pdfs 
and clunky searchable engines that require citizens 
connect the dots themselves in order to make sense 
of the data. For example, according to the ethics com-
mission data, Tyler Norvell took Rep. John Pfeiffer on 
June 2 this year for food or beverages that barely cost 
$20, but they would likely to have talked about one 
of Norvell’s ten lobbyist employers, but which one? 
Duke Energy? AT&T? And, what legislation? Was it 
on the National Day or Prayer bill Pfeiffer pushed, or 
Agricultural reform? Which one, we will likely never 
know. While these conversations wherever they are 
may be innocuous, forgettable cocktails, any of them 
could be stealthy decision making.

Again, the state legislature is only so open to citi-
zens, but it’s as if the brown copper doors at the front 
of capitol seem to say, “Welcome lobbyists” and yet 
citizens are selectively blocked from access because 
we lack money, connection, and time. 

Don’t take just my word for it. A 2015 Center for 
Public Integrity analysis gave our system a failing 
grade – ranking us 38th nationally. We can do better.

HOW DO WE FIX THIS?
First, stop starving the people’s watchdog. It’s past 

time to properly, fully fund the chronically under-
funded state Ethics Commission.

Second, we could join six other states in banning 
all gifts – or least create an official “no gifts list” so 
taxpayers could quickly and easily determine who’s 
keeping special interests at arm’s length.

Third, we could make lobbyists’ reports more 
meaningful. How about making them note where the 
meal, ticket, or gift took place and what legislative 
or public policy was being discussed? Who is rep-
resenting whom at a specific meal? We need to also 
know whether the lobbyists who represents multiple 
lobbyist employers, not unlike the aforementioned 
contract lobbyist Tyler Warren Norvell who has ten 
bosses. This would give rank-and-file Oklahomans a 
clearer picture of how and why a registered lobbyist 
is influencing their legislator. 

In all, I believe unrestricted corporate lobbying eats 
at social trust. It nibbles slowly on the minds of vot-
ers, a gnawing sense of conflicts of interest.

Clean Missouri’s recent campaign offers a blue-
print. Among its goals: “No freebie could be valued 
at more than $5. In other words, lobbyists could buy 
legislators a cup of coffee — and no more.” 

Happily, Missouri voters approved the plan.
As Thomas Jefferson put it, “Whenever the people 

are well informed, they can be trusted with their own 
government.” 

Only through cleaning up elections and requiring 
better special interest reporting can we enjoy a more 
transparent and trusting democracy.

Do we want a clean Oklahoma?
John Wood is an associate professor of political sci-
ence at the University of Central Oklahoma. The 
views he expresses are his and not necessarily the 
university’s.
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They Could Be Statesmen
BY KEN NEAL

Oklahoma’s senators have the 
opportunity to hold an honored 
place in U.S. history.

They simply have to oppose a 
deranged president.

Tulsa’s Sen. Jim Inhofe has 
the most to gain and the least 
to lose by simply speaking the 
truth about Donald J. Trump: 
The president has repeatedly 
obstructed justice during the 
Mueller investigation.

It appears unlikely Trump will 
be impeached, given the solid 
Republican support in the body 
which must convict him – the 
U.S. Senate. Inhofe and James 
Lankford could lead a change of 
heart in the Senate.

Even if not impeached, their opposition would help 
beat his bid for re-election.

On Aug. 7, 1974, U.S. Sen. Barry Goldwater, R-AZ, 
U.S. House Minority Leader John Rhodes, R-AZ, and 
U.S. Senate Minority Leader Hugh Scott, R-PA, made 
it clear to the embattled President Richard Nixon 
that he faced all-but-certain conviction and removal 
from office in connection with the Watergate scan-
dal.

Nixon announced his resignation the next evening, 
effective at noon on Aug 9, 1974.

Sen. Inhofe is the most obvious of our senators 
to oppose the president. A senator since 1994, his 
stature in that body carries weight and other sena-
tors would follow. 

Sen. Lankford is relatively new to the Senate and 
does not have the seniority or gravitas that Inhofe 
has.

And – most importantly – Jim Inhofe is simply 
unbeatable in Oklahoma. He is said to be raising 
money for re-election in 2020, when it appears that 
Trump will be seeking a second term.

The senator will be 86 shortly after Election Day 
in 2020. Some thought he would not run again after 
26 years in the Senate, but he holds a prestigious 
committee chairmanship and is at the height of his 
power in the senate.

The senator has been in public life since 1966, 
serving in the Oklahoma Legislature, as the Repub-
lican nominee for governor, as mayor of Tulsa, a 
member of the U.S. House of Representatives before 
being elected to the U.S. Senate. Even if he got beat 
in 2020, he would leave with a long record of accom-

plishment and at a ripe old age.
Leading the reluctant Republican senators to op-

pose Trump would be the single act that puts Inhofe 
in the history books as a statesman instead of a 
party hack.

It is no secret that many, if not most, Republican 
senators realize Trump is a damaged human being 
that has denigrated the presidency, made enemies 
abroad and ignored cherished national institutions.

Still, Trump holds the Republican Party hostage 
with his populist/nationalist rhetoric, punctuated 
with so many lies that is hard to keep up. Pity the 
poor Republican voter whose partisanship bids him 
support the president.

Trump is indeed a phenomenon, supported openly 
by Russia where he is obviously considered to be a 
“useful idiot.”

He most recently indicated he would accept help 
from foreign governments, [i.e. Russia] even after 
escaping indictment only because he is a sitting 
president.

Will Inhofe or Lankford rise to the level of Goldwa-
ter, Rhodes and Scott in the Nixon years?

Certainly not because of this column.
But let us hope they will give the idea serious 

thought. Either man could be remembered in history 
as having taken a stand for the good of the country 
instead of a man who has repeatedly showed he is 
not fit to be president.

To boot, they would be doing the right thing for the 
nation as well as their honor.
Ken Neal is former editorial page editor of the Tulsa 
World.
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Jim Jones’ Wise Counsel
BY JOSEPH H. CARTER SR.

After years of quiet obscurity, 
former Ambassador to Mexico, 
Tulsa Congressman and ex-top 
White House adviser James R. 
Jones has emerged publicly with 
powerful common sense advice 
for President Trump.

Speaking recently on MSNBC, 
Jones outlined a humane, work-
able solution to immigration 
challenges along the U.S.-Mexico 
border.

Offering acknowledgment that 
the influx of refugees largely were 
from countries south of Mexico 
and strongly noting that Trump’s 
harshly increased import du-
ties on Mexico actually are a tax 
increase on Americans, Jones 
outlined a non-partisan effort to 
stem refugee numbers without a 
wall or higher taxes on American 
consumers.

“More immigration judges and 
staff are essential,” Jones said, noting that cur-
rent level of administrative/judicial personnel were 
inadequate for the large numbers crossing the U.S. 
border seeking asylum.

Based on a long-term involvement in various in-
ternational businesses and several non-government 
agencies, Jones said the need for providing jobs 
across impoverished Central America and helping 
finance well-run law enforcement were keys.

Jones, a top aide to President Lyndon Johnson 
and a long-term Democratic congressman spoke 
with professionalism, courage and in gentle tones 
but with authority.

Jones, who served as American Ambassador to 
Mexico, point out clearly that poverty across Central 
America was acute and that foreign aid was needed 
to provide jobs, infrastructure and to meet pressing 
human needs.

This writer, who has lived in Mexico, traveled 
extensively across Central America and served as a 
fellow White House staffer when Jones was top aide, 
believes that deftly managed but ample foreign aid 
by the U.S. would be effective in halting mass migra-
tion.

These Latino folks are home-loving, family-ori-
ented and basically very religious and good citizens 
who migrate only to escape poverty and the gang 
violence that emerges from weak, underfunded gov-
ernance.

I was delighted and hopeful that President Trump 
would heed the mild and non-partisan of Jones, a 
cradle Catholic from Muskogee whom I first met 
when he was a sports information helper at the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma.

I was in El Salvador in 1968 with Jones when 
President Johnson met with the Central American 
presidents and outlined positive, uplifting ways to 
combat the so-called “banana republics” legacies of 
those beautiful lands and wondrous people.

Later as a diplomat and a prestigious lawmaker, 
Jones remained a strong voice and force for com-
mon sense laws and programs to achieve the dream 
of a good neighbor, democratic society across the 
Americas.

In recent years, Oklahoma voters have elected too 
many uninformed officials who lacked Jones’s pow-
erful intellect and continued effort to bring common 
sense answers to humanity.

Jones, 80, left the U.S. House in 1987 to run un-
successfully against Sen. Jim Inhofe. He remained 
a major figure in Washington specializing in inter-
national commerce as successful businessman and 
served as ambassador to Mexico from 1993-97.
Joseph H. Carter Sr. is author of President or Prec-
edent: Carl Albert’s History Changing Choice [Ama-
zon], Never Met A Man I Didn’t Like: The Life and 
Writings of Will Rogers [HarperCollins] and The 
Quotable Will Rogers [Gibbs Smith Publishers].
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Top 10 State?
Not When It
Comes To Kids
BY GENE PERRY

Oklahoma ranks in the bottom 10 states in 
the nation for child well-being with an over-
all ranking of 42nd out of all 50 states, ac-
cording to the 2019 KIDS COUNT® Data 

Book from the Annie E. Casey Foundation.
The 2019 KIDS COUNT Data Book – the most com-

prehensive annual report on child well-being in the 
United States – notes measurable progress for the 
nation’s kids since the first Data Book, which was 
published in 1990.

Nevertheless, more than 13 million U.S. children 
live in poverty, including about one in five children 
in Oklahoma, and serious racial and ethnic dispari-
ties persist. The report is evidence that even in years 
when the economy is strong, far too many Oklahoma 
kids don’t have the resources they need to thrive.

The annual KIDS COUNT Data Book from the Annie 
E. Casey Foundation ranks each state across four do-
mains – health, education, economic well-being and 
family and community.

The best ranking for Oklahoma came in economic 
well-being [35th]. Oklahoma was close to the national 
average for children with at least one full-time em-
ployed parent, but the state’s child poverty rate re-
mains significantly higher than the nation’s.

One drag on economic security for Oklahoma chil-
dren is that lawmakers effectively ended the state 
Earned Income Tax Credit [EITC] for most of Okla-
homa’s lowest income working families by making 
it non-refundable in 2016. Now that the state budget 
has recovered, restoring the EITC should be a top pri-
ority.

The report also shows a need to address ethnic and 
racial inequities. A growing percentage of Oklaho-
ma’s child population are children of color, but these 
children still experience significantly higher poverty 
rates and are much more likely to have incarcerated 
parents.

Oklahoma’s lowest ranking came for education 
[45th]. The Data Book ranking is based on data from 
2017, before lawmakers funded a teacher raise and 
began to reinvest in education. Oklahoma’s large de-
cline in fourth-grade reading proficiency rankings 
[from 35th in 2015 to 44th in 2017] may relate to the 
state’s mandate to retain children in the third grade 
if they don’t pass a reading test. Fourth-grade reading 
proficiency jumped in 2015 when those students with 

the lowest reading scores remained in third grade, 
but now that this class has moved on to fourth grade, 
scores have fallen back to the pre-retention trend.

Oklahoma ranked 40th in the family and commu-
nity domain. Although Oklahoma has seen large re-
ductions in teen births since 2010, the teen birth rate 
is still third-highest in the nation, better than only 
Mississippi and Arkansas.

Finally, the state ranked 43rd in health. For the last 
three years, Oklahoma’s child uninsured rate has 
hovered around 8%. In 2017, that gave us the fourth-
highest share of children without health insurance 
in the U.S.

For the sake of all children, Oklahoma should ex-
pand access to Medicaid. Expanding Medicaid for 
working adults would reduce our child uninsured 
rate as parents with coverage are much more likely to 
get their children covered, and it would protect chil-
dren by making sure all parents can access treatment 
for chronic diseases and mental illness.

As Casey Foundation President and CEO Lisa Ham-
ilton said, “America’s children are one-quarter of our 
population and 100% of our future.”

Going forward, we must change course to adopt 
the policies that support children and families, es-
pecially those struggling with low incomes. Far from 
becoming a Top 10 state, Oklahoma has yet to escape 
the bottom.

Gene Perry is director of strategy and communi-
cations for the Oklahoma Policy Institute; www.ok-
policy.org.

We Are Better
Than That
BY DAVID PERRYMAN

Most Americans, including me, don’t know 
how social media algorithms work or how 
posts from across the political spectrum 
show up on Facebook or Twitter or Insta-

gram. Like most red-blooded grandparents, what I re-
ally want to see is the latest photograph of any or all 
of my 11 grandchildren.

Nonetheless, a message popped up recently that 
said, “If you do not support our president, please find 
a country whose leader you do support and move  
there.”

My first thought was whether the poster had sent a 
similar message during the administration of the last 
president?

Of course, the current political and societal divi-
sion is not the first time that this sentiment has been 
vocalized. Those of us who are past our late 50s re-
member the “America Love It or Leave It” slogan from 
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the Vietnam War era.
My next thought centered on why anyone would 

choose to promote a black/white, either/or false di-
chotomy in a country that is founded on equality and 
freedom of expression and freedom of ideas. Rather 
than urging citizens to relocate them and their fami-
lies to another part of the world, we should be look-
ing at the hundreds of concerns that unite us like a 
common desire to have better roads and better pay-
ing jobs. 

Those are issues that we should focus on collec-
tively.

It makes sense that the more Oklahomans that are 
around the table the more likely the proposed solu-
tions would be relevant and viable and it is incompre-
hensible that Oklahomans, of any political stripe, are 
not united on these issues:

HEALTH CARE AND HEALTH OUTCOMES
Oklahoma ranks second highest in the nation for 

its percent of uninsured citizens and fourth in the 
nation for its percentage of uninsured children. Near-
ly one in seven [545,000] Oklahomans is uninsured. 
That is 14.2% of our citizens, according to the Okla-
homa Hospital Association webpage. 

Consequently, Oklahoma hospitals provide more 
than $592 million in uncompensated care annually. 
The governor and the Legislature should put aside 
partisan bickering and enact a legitimate solution to 
this situation.

UNTREATED MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES
Oklahoma’s rate of mental illness is second in the 

nation. One in five Oklahomans [more than 630,000] 
is suffering from some form of mental illness. Ac-
cording to a 2014 report in the Oklahoman, Okla-
homa trails only West Virginia for the percentage of 
residents with a severe mental illness, and only Utah 
in the percentage of residents suffering from mental 
illness of any kind.

With budget cuts over the past four years, the situ-
ation has gotten worse. Right now the only proposed 
solution is to reduce the uninsured rate by accepting 
federal dollars [like we do for about 40% of the state 
budget] through the initiative petition process.

It is time for Oklahomans to call upon all Oklaho-
mans to bring all solutions to the table. Currently 
about 40% of the Oklahoma budget is made up of fed-
eral funds that pass through to agencies. Addition-
al federal funding is available that will help both of 
these issues.

Accepting federal funds at the rate of $9 for every 
$1 that would be invested by the state Legislature is 
a win-win solution that addresses both physical and 
mental health outcomes.

That is one solution. We should be all ears from any 
others regardless of party affiliation. What we cannot 
afford is divisive rhetoric that does not come with so-
lutions. We are better than that.
Chickasha Democrat David Perryman represents 
District 56 in the Oklahoma House and serves as 
minority floor leader.

U.S. Navy Honors
Cherokee Patriotism
BY BILL JOHN BAKER

Cherokee Nation was recently bestowed a great 
honor by the U.S. Navy, which has decided to name 
its latest rescue ship after our tribal nation. The 
forthcoming USNS Cherokee Nation will be launched 
in summer of 2021 and will be a testament to the 
service and contributions the Cherokee people have 
made to the Navy and Marine Corps.

The naming of a ship is the highest honor the 
Navy issues, and as patriots of this great country, 
we are extremely honored by this distinction. It is a 
true testament to generations of Cherokee men and 
women who have humbly and bravely served in the 
United States military.

Valor, strength and honor are the traits we admire 
in our military heroes, and those are traits I admire 
in my Cherokee heroes, as well. 

This special announcement came at the annual 
Claremore Hall of Fame ceremony where Joseph 
James “Jocko” Clark was inducted. It was a well-
deserved honor, as Admiral Clark remains an inspi-
ration to Cherokees and all Native people across the 
country. He is the highest-ranking Native American 
naval officer in U.S. history, and he was the first Na-
tive American to graduate from the Naval Academy 
in 1917. 

Admiral Clark commanded the USS Suwannee and 
USS Yorktown during the Battle of Midway in World 
War II and went on to be the commander of the 
Seventh Fleet. He is buried with honors at Arlington 
National Cemetery in Washington, DC.

My personal Navy heroes include my father, Tim 
Baker, who proudly served during WWII. He was an 
ordnanceman and was responsible for arming, load-
ing and firing weapons, and he was a role model for 
me growing up. 

Also, two of my closest friends and important 
members of my administration served in the U.S. 
Navy during the Vietnam War. Deputy Principal Chief 
S. Joe Crittenden served as a radio specialist on 
the USS Princeton, and Chief of Staff Chuck Hoskin 
worked on the flight deck of the USS Independence.

Their commitment to country and duty is sincere, 
and it’s inspiring every day. It is why they are such 
respected leaders within our tribe.

The Cherokee Nation has a deep and rich his-
tory in American military service, and thousands of 
Cherokees served and continue to serve in the Navy. 
Our heritage as sailors and seamen is something we 
take great pride in. 

Our Cherokee people have contributed in every 
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major battle and war ever fought in this country and 
continue to serve in the Armed Forces in some of 
the highest rates per ethnicity.

Cherokees are a strong, resilient people, and we 
are privileged to soon have a U.S. ship at sea that 
reflects both our country and tribe’s history and 
values.

This is the fifth U.S. ship to be named in honor of 
the Cherokee people. Previous ships include a gun-
boat that served during the Civil War and two boats 
commissioned during World War I, and the last 
Cherokee namesake was a World War II era tugboat.
Bill John Baker is principal chief of the Cherokee 
Nation.

Enemies
Of Our
Enemies
BY DAVID PERRYMAN

The ancient idea that “The Enemy of My Enemy is 
My Friend” is widely considered to be an old Arab 
proverb. But in truth, it can actually be traced to the 
military strategy writings of an Indian named Kauti-
lya who is often referred to as the “Indian Machia-
velli.” 

Kautilya’s 4th century BC treatise on warfare and 
economic policy is named the Arthashastra or the 
“Science of Politics” but has a much broader scope 
and actually addresses the collective ethics that 
hold a society together.

It includes books on the nature of government, 
law, civil and criminal court systems, economics, 
markets and trade, theories on war, the nature of 
peace and the duties and obligations of a king. 

It addresses public projects and advises that the 
king, in times and in areas devastated by famine, 
epidemic and such acts of nature, or by war, infra-
structure should be reinforced and tax policy should 
reflect the needs of those regions.

Interestingly, while Kautilya’s work contains 
powerful messages regarding the common good, the 
most enduring concept of the Arthashastra is “the 
enemy of my enemy is my friend,” an idea that fuels 
the partisan divides in our nation and in our state.

Unfortunately, activists on the left and right leave 
little room for lawmakers to overcome that political 
chasm.

The most recent case in point is involves the cou-
ple of dozen Democratic candidates for president. 
Last month when one of the candidates, a former 
U.S. senator, pointed to his ability to work across 

the aisle, he was chastised for cooperating on leg-
islation with Republican senators who were known 
segregationists. It did not matter that the common 
legislation had nothing to do with segregation.

Another recent article involved elements in the 
state Democratic Party who had urged party activists 
to chastise or blacklist current or former elected 
officials who were known to have endorsed a Repub-
lican in a political race. 

While such bi-partisan endorsements are unusual, 
the alternative is rigid, unbending partisanship 
that gives rise to the existence of rules such as the 
GOP’s 11th Commandment – “Thou Shall Not Speak 
Ill of Any Republican” – that has existed since the 
1964 California Republican gubernatorial primary 
when Ronald Reagan was accused by a fellow Repub-
lican candidate of having been a “member of several 
communist front organizations.”

Today, it is not unusual for Republicans who work 
across the aisle to be called “RINO’s,” an acronym 
for “Republicans In Name Only” and Democrats are 
often called “DINO’s.” 

However, it is not unusual for members of one 
party to work with another. In fact, during the hard 
fought 2017 Oklahoma legislative session, the Dem-
ocratic House Caucus had one goal and that was 
to increase state revenue for education and state 
services that had endured a decade of cuts.

The most obvious source of revenue was to in-
crease the Gross Production Tax on oil and gas. 
Oklahoma’s rate on horizontal wells at that time was 
effectively in the 2% range while the rest of the na-
tion ranged from 7% to 12%. 

With only 26 members in a 101-member body, 
there was not much that the Democrats could do 
until Democratic leadership recognized a split in the 
Republican caucus where one group did not want 
to increase the GPT at all and the other group had 
bought into the oil and gas industries plan to cap 
GPT at 3%.

Democrats took advantage of the GOP schism, 
siding with a faction of the GOP that refused to in-
crease GPT to the paltry level sought by oil and gas 
and the state chamber. 

Then, when negotiations yielded not 3, not 4 but a 
GPT increase to 5%, Democrats unanimously shifted 
their votes to complete a bi-partisan bill that pro-
vided sufficient revenue to make education funding 
that year and this year much easier.

Frustratingly when the dust cleared, the oil and 
gas industry chastised Republican legislators for 
caving to the demands of Democrats and Democratic 
legislators caught flak from constituents for not 
getting the GPT set at 10% or at least the national 
average.

Sometimes, in the end, it is tough to tell who your 
enemies are and who your friends are.
Chickasha Democrat David Perryman represents 
District 56 in the Oklahoma House and serves as 
minority floor leader.
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LYIN’ KING

BY WILLIAM W. SAVAGE JR.

“Life is hard,” John Wayne once said. “It’s even 
harder if you’re stupid.”

Alas, stupidity has no cure. Ignorance, in contrast, 
may be remedied. Education and experience will 
usually do the trick, unless they are thwarted by an 
underlying strain of stupidity.

One thinks of President Donald Trump as an 
example of a partially educated person of limited 
experience in the serious business of government 
and possessed of a strain of stupidity urged to the 

surface by a platoon of enablers in the West Wing 
and on Capitol Hill. 

Unless you subscribe to an “evil genius” theory 
of Trump, his is the sort of stupidity that leads him 
to open his mouth and then to step almost immedi-
ately on his, er, necktie.

Ready, fire, aim is the currently accepted proce-
dure. Just ask the immigrant children who may 
never be reunited with their families; or ask the soy-
bean farmers wounded in a drive-by tariffing.

Oh, For The Happy Days When
George W. Bush Dubbed Vladimir Putin ‘Pooty-Poot’
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And then there is Russia, which is still messing 

around in American elections, according to a great 
many intelligence organizations. No, Russia isn’t, 
says POTUS, before claiming that Russia is, and 
then reversing himself, leaving White House staffers 
to explain the contradictions.

Which is to say nothing of POTUS’s peculiar at-
traction to the Russian president – odd behavior that 
three-fourths of the American people believe per-
tains to money, prostitutes or something else unbe-
coming the POTUS.

There are a great many lawyers looking into all 
of this, participating in what POTUS calls a “witch 
hunt.” As the wag said, “I wish he’d stop calling 
himself a witch.”

Whenever “the Russian thing” appears in the 
“fake news” with too much frequency, POTUS does 
something else irrational. Remember last year when 
he claimed Russia intended to tamper in the mid-
term election to benefit Democrats [so POTUS could 

claim the election was “rigged,” in order to explain 
Republican losses]?

Or he’ll bring up The Wall [yet again], maybe even 
threaten to shut down the government if Democrats 
don’t approve billions of dollars to build it. 

What does Oklahoma’s congressional delegation 
have to say about POTUS’s erratic behavior? Not 
much. Lankford and Cole have spoken up [on oc-
casion] before falling silent the very next day. The 
habitual liar goes on lying, and Republican represen-
tatives go on running for re-election because it ain’t 
public service, it’s a sinecure.

Oh, for the happy days when George W. Bush 
dubbed the Russian president “pooty-poot.”
William W. Savage Jr. is professor emeritus in the 
department of history at the University of Okla-
homa. His books, including The Cowboy Hero: His 
Image in American History and Culture and Singing 
Cowboys and All The Jazz: A Short History of Popu-
lar Music in Oklahoma, are available on Amazon.

And Now Lurks The Major
Threat To The Environment

BY BOB D. ROUNSAVELL

Humanity has come a long way. We have travelled 
into space and we plan to do some more. Look at 
our technological advancements: cell phones, com-
puters, driverless cars and hybrids.

Unfortunately we’ve gone a bit far in exploiting 
energy sources to heat or cool the structures we 
work and live in. We pollute our water resources and 
the air we breathe. Our oceans, lakes and rivers have 
become so polluted we cannot use them for fishing 
or recreation.

We have known for some time that we can’t just ig-
nore the signs around us. Coal and other fossil fuels 
threaten our ability to continue living on our planet. 
Yet most of the time we seem unconcerned. Many of 
us are taking climate change for granted. We dispose 
of our plastics in landfills and they end up in our 
oceans at a disconcerting pace. It goes well beyond 
simple carelessness; it appears deliberate. Do we 
think we can be stupid without suffering any conse-
quence?

Understand that this time global warming/climate 
change is largely anthropogenic, i.e. caused by hu-
mans. It is now considered by most scientists to be 
the major cause.

If we humans are to blame for most of climate 
change, then we can do something about it. We can 

undo the damage we have inflicted on mother earth 
and get back on the path to a healthy environment 
that supports human life. But let’s not wait too long. 
Let’s turn things around. There are different timeta-
bles for saving our planet earth. The scary scenario 
is the one that claims only 12 years remain for ac-
tion. If in the next 12 years we do not act decisively, 
then mankind is in a heap of trouble. The clock is 
ticking away daily. We can do it if we decide we want 
to and we do it right now.

It has not been that long since man realized that 
oil and gas are under our feet and drilling gives us 
two rich energy forms. Not only do they provide en-
ergy, they also produce items that make life easier. 
Let’s take straws for instance. Plastic straws are 
more durable and perhaps end up being less expen-
sive than the old paper ones. Aside from straws, we 
have plastic plates and styrofoam cups. But disposal 
of these products is now a major problem. Daily we 
see evidence of how plastic has invaded our oceans, 
poisoning life forms there. We need to deal quickly 
with it. There will be no more shrimp or salmon on 
our table and our earth will be covered only with 
dead seas and oceans like our Gulf of Mexico.

Not only do we have to do away with plastic, we 
will also need to replace our fossil fuel energy base. 
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We have an unlimited clean and renewable energy 
base with solar and wind, geothermal and hydro. We 
must replace fossil fuels quickly in order to reduce 
CO2 emissions, which largely cause global warm-
ing. The choice is obvious. The oil industry must 
become the clean and renewable energy industry of 
tomorrow.

So what can each of us do to help our environ-
ment? 

We must become active in at least one way. Use 
our smart phone to contact our reps at the local, 
state and federal level and ask them to take mean-
ingful action.

Join environmental activities like Sierra Club or 
Blue Thumb. Perhaps the most important action in-
volves your family. Have a garden patch in your lawn 
with a couple of tomato plants, a few carrot or rad-
ish or Romaine lettuce. One family activity a month 
or week will not only strengthen your family unity 
and health but ensure future generations. Not a bad 
deal when you think about it.

Twelve years – that’s it. Come on, y’all!
Bob Rounsavell currently serves as chair of the 
Eastern Flyer Coalition of communities between 
Tulsa and Oklahoma City. His wife Maria serves as 
his editor.

Most Dangerous Man
BY SHARON MARTIN

The most dangerous man in America believes in 
the Bible. This is not  what makes him dangerous.

What makes him dangerous is his disdain for any-
one who doesn’t believe the way he does.

His God is a loving God who is going to save him. 
If you don’t get saved from tornadoes, floods, and 
wildfires, either you are a sinner or God has a good 
reason.

He doesn’t believe in climate change. The idea that 
humans can destroy the world is a plot cooked up 
by that old socialist Al Gore. Whole neighborhoods 
along the coasts are losing ground to rising water. 
Island nations in the Pacific are disappearing.

Not our fault, he says.
Let’s drill in the Arctic, he says.
Let’s build a wall.
Wars, income inequality, and the climate change in 

which he doesn’t believe have ramped up migration 
around the world. He doesn’t want immigrants here.

Not all dangerous men are white, but this one is. 
He claims he isn’t a racist, but he’s worried about all 
the brown people asking for asylum. Criminals, he 
calls them.

He doesn’t agree that asking for asylum is legal, 
but he has no regard for facts.

Or scale. He says all politicians lie. He doesn’t see 
the difference between one lie and 6,000.

He believes we are a country of laws, but the presi-
dent is above the law.

He believes the 44th president destroyed Ameri-
ca’s standing in the world and the 45th president is 
restoring it.

There’s more irony here than I can process.
He’s afraid that noncitizens will vote.
He’s afraid that minorities and poor people will 

vote the wrong way, and he’s willing to change the 

laws to make voting harder. We are a country of 
laws, you know.

He’s afraid of losing status, of losing power, of ev-
erything but this cruel administration.

He’s one man, one of many. And you can bet that 
he and his climate-change-denying, immigrant-fear-
ing army vote.
Sharon Martin lives in Oilton. This is the second 
of a two-part essay. The first may be read at okob-
server.org.
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BY BOB DARCY

I noticed a re-
cent newspaper 
article breaking 
down OU football 
coach Lincoln 
Riley’s new con-
tract. He will be 
given something 
in excess of $3 
million for the 
next year.

While that 
places Riley 
among the best 
paid in his pro-
fession there 
was more. He 
got incentives. 
I do not recall 
the specifics but 
they went some-
thing like this: 
If OU defeats 
Texas he gets 
$100,000; win 
Bedlam, another 
$100,000; win 

I-N-C-E-N-T-I-V-E-S

the Big 12, another $100,000; get into the football 
championships, another $100,000; win the national 
championship, another $100,000; graduate most of 
his players on time, another $100,000. There were 
more incentives.

I did notice he had no incentive to avoid a re-
cruiting scandal, no incentive not to have his team 
involved in sexual assaults; no incentive to keep 
players from being arrested, jailed or convicted of 
felony crime.

Wait a minute! He needs an incentive to win a 
football game? Have a great season? When Lincoln 
Riley and the athletic director shook hands on his 
contract, I imagine Athletic Director Joe Castiglione 
saying, “Now let’s beat Texas!” and Riley saying, 
“Why should I? What’s my incentive?”

He gets in excess of $3 million a year and he needs 
incentives? What is the $3 million for?

Do the players need incentives? Big 12 and NCAA 
rules limit what a school can do for athletes. Would 
a big party after a Texas win – perhaps with Kim Kar-
dashian and Kanye West as special guests – be an 
OK incentive for players?

Back in the 1970s OSU decided to incentivize 
faculty. Those that did really well internationally 
with their research could be granted the title Re-
gents Professor.  The OSU Regents did not want to 
cheapen the award with any money or any token. 
The honor, they thought, should be enough.

So if OU wins a national championship, how about 
having the Board of Regents designating each player 
“Regents Football Player,” something that could 
appear on their transcript and diploma, should they 
earn one. 

What incentive do players have for not battering 
their lady friends or stealing from local stores? How 
about being allowed to wear the “OU Clean Teen” 
badge? I got the idea from Edna Turnblad in John 
Waters’ movie Hairspray and the TV show One Tree 
Hill.

Of course a major problem with Coach Riley’s 
incentives is there is nothing to prevent the OSU re-
gents from giving Mike Gundy an even bigger incen-
tive to win Bedlam. Hmmm.
Bob Darcy is a retired Oklahoma State University 
political science professor.
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LaRenda Morgan and her family are living a 
nightmare. In June 2015, Morgan’s first cous-
in, Ida Joanne Beard, an enrolled member of 
the Cheyenne Arapahoe Tribes of Oklahoma, 

vanished without a trace at age 29.
“The [El Reno] police investigated, but didn’t have 

many leads,” said Morgan. “They didn’t do a very long 
investigation on it.”

For Native American women, Beard’s disappearance 

is an all too common fact of life, yet one law enforce-
ment and policymakers – whether at the local, state 
or federal levels – are only beginning to come to grips 
with.

“It’s a crisis that’s been ignored for a long time,” 
said state Rep. Mickey Dollens, D-OKC. “It’s a shame 
it’s taken this long to acknowledge.”

Dollens wants to do something about it at the state 
level. He is seeking to conduct an interim legislative 

Whether living on tribal lands or in urban areas, native women 
and girls are murdered or disappear at alarming rates. Oklahoma 
is 10th in the number of such cases – many of which go unsolved. 
Lawmakers at the state Capitol and in DC finally are working to 
address the crisis.
BY ARNOLD HAMILTON

EPIDEMIC
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study aimed at finding ways to help 
state, local and federal authorities 
and tribes better quantify, under-
stand and respond to the crisis.

His proposal is one of 145 filed 
last month by House members 
wanting to conduct interim studies 
on a variety of topics. House Speak-
er Charles McCall, R-Atoka, will de-
cide by July 19 which will proceed.

In Washington, meanwhile, Con-
gress is weighing measures aimed 
at improving coordination between 
federal agencies and tribes and 
standardizing the Justice Depart-
ment’s response to reports of miss-
ing and murdered native women.

Why native women are targeted 
disproportionately isn’t clear. But 
the statistics are staggering: Murder is the third lead-
ing cause of death among native females ages 10-24 
and more than 5,700 American Indian and Alaska Na-
tive women and girls are listed as missing, according 
to recent National Crime Information Center data.

Moreover, the National Institute of Justice reports 
84% of native women experience violence in their life-
time – 97% of which is perpetrated by non-natives. 
And the Seattle-based Urban Indian Health Institute 
has identified 506 cases of missing and murdered na-
tive women and girls since 2010 in 71 cities across 
the country.

Oklahoma is No. 10 nationally in the number of 
missing or murdered indigenous women, according 
to the UIHI report.

“There is a disconnect,” Dollens said, “between 
tribal police, states, the FBI, and municipal and coun-
ty law enforcement regarding how these cases should 
be handled.

“We want to look at the options on bringing every-
one to the table to listen to the experiences of those 
who’ve advocated for years on behalf of missing and 
murdered native women. We want to give them a plat-
form to be heard.”

Dollens believes the study could lead to a new state-
wide database that helps law enforcement across ju-
risdictions solve more of these cases.

Congress seems to have recognized the problem, 
too, no doubt prompted by the fact only 116 of the 
5,700-plus cases of missing native women and girls 
made it into the Justice Department database, ac-
cording to the National Crime Information Center.

“Sometimes the record of that missing indigenous 
woman or person isn’t documented, leaving ques-
tions unanswered for sometimes decades, leading to 
gaps in information, missing person cases unsolved 
and perpetrators roaming the streets,” said New Mex-
ico Rep. Deb Haaland, one of the first two native wom-
en elected to Congress. 

Both the House and Senate are working on versions 
of legislation – dubbed Savanna’s Act – that seeks to 

improve coordination between federal and tribal law 
enforcement and other agencies. It’s named for Sa-
vanna LaFontaine-Greywind, a young pregnant wom-
an abducted and murdered two years ago in Fargo, 
ND.

Haaland is one of the principal authors of Savan-
na’s Act in the House. Three other Native American 
members of the House, including Oklahoma’s Tom 
Cole [Chickasaw] and Markwayne Mullin [Cherokee], 
are co-sponsors.

Cole and Mullin also are co-authors, along with 
Haaland, of the Not Invisible Act that would create an 
advisory committee to make recommendations to the 
Justice and Interior departments on how to address 
the crisis. The panel would consist of tribal leaders, 
law enforcement, victim’s families and survivors.

There is little doubt that jurisdictional hurdles 
can create headaches for law enforcement agencies 
investigating cases of missing and murdered native 
women. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 31
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DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE
BY VERN TURNER

Recently in the morning paper there were two 
articles surrounded by the usual nonsense 
about our president and his utterances, dis-
paragements and lies. One article mentioned 

that on March 6, 2019, U.S. deaths by gun exceeded 
those killed on Normandy’s beaches [4,414] on June 
6, 1944 – 75 years ago. To date, the article said, U.S. 
gun-related deaths exceeded 16,000.

So, the pace, if kept steady, suggests that over 
32,000 U.S. citizens and residents will die by gunfire 
this year. The Civil War, our most bloody conflict, last-
ed just about four years. The combatant death toll for 
that war was about 650,000, or about 162,000 deaths 
per year on average. In World War II, about 405,000 
Americans died fighting fascism around the world. In 
the three years and nine months of that war, 108,000 
per year were killed on average.

So, in our domestic tranquility, we shoot each other 
to death at a rate of about a little more that one-third 
the rate during wartime. Oh, and that 32,000 number 
doesn’t include all those wounded by gunfire in our 
land of milk and honey.

The second article that morning was about the Jef-
ferson County [Colorado] School District, proposing 
the destruction of Columbine High School and re-
placing it with an entirely new building. Why? Well, 
it seems that the many school mass shootings at 
schools across the country were partially inspired by 
the Harris-Klebold attack in 1999 that has been sen-
sationalized by the media and has become a morbid 
fascination for the mentally unstable – like Sol Pais.

Sol Pais traveled all the way from Florida to Denver 
to somehow repeat the original massacre at Colum-
bine High School. Instead, she apparently lost her 
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nerve and killed herself. The Parkland, FL shooter 
also mentioned being inspired by Columbine’s disas-
ter.

In my recent book, Racing to the Brink: The End 
Game for Race and Capitalism, I committed some 
chapters to the American fascination with guns, its 
total misunderstanding of the roots and reason of the 
Second Amendment, and the great fight between the 
gun lobby and the government.

The National Rifle Association is, of course, 
the main sponsor and media outlet for the 
gun/ammunition makers in America and the 
world, for that matter. Curiously, over 75% of 

its membership favors various levels of gun control 
including registration, and even some of the “red flag 
laws” being put forth by state governments.

Still, the NRA feels that more guns in schools, the-
aters, libraries, offices and homes is the answer to 
quelling gun violence. Statistics show that a house-
hold with a gun is six to 10 times more likely to cause 
a human death by gun than one without a gun. “Never 
mind,” says the NRA. More guns equals more safety.

I wonder how that illogic plays with the families of 
teachers who throw their bodies over their students 
to protect them from lunatics with guns?

I’ve also written commentary on social media about 
the gun culture and how it is cemented into our na-
tional DNA. Our hubris-laced European ancestors 
“conquered” this continent with superior weapons. 
Using a firearm against a bow and arrow or spear is 
like bringing the proverbial gun to a knife fight.

Throughout the history of warfare, fighting units 
with better weapons almost always prevail over those 
with lesser weapons. The iron-age armies defeated the 
bronze-age armies handily, for example. The point is 
that guns will never be eliminated from our culture.

There are, however, some important things we can 
do as a nation to get things under control and try to 
keep our children safe while in school.

First, our politicians who cluck their tongues 
and offer lame platitudes after each mass 
shooting should be removed from office for 
not even trying to legislate better gun con-

trols on a national basis.
Second, the newly elected politicians need to write 

intelligent and fair gun control legislation that abso-
lutely defeats the NRA meme that “they’re coming for 
your guns.” The only time law enforcement comes for 
guns is when the gun user has killed somebody, is 
deemed insane or is creating a variety of existential 
threats to other humans. If these gun people are so 
set on telling us how safe and civic-minded they are, 
then it shouldn’t be a problem for them to fill out a 
form or two, should it?

Third, gun registration should be retroactive. We 
have over 350 million KNOWN guns in this country in 
the hands of only about 30% of the households. This 
begs the question: Who needs the arsenal?

Fourth, assault weapons of any flavor and their 
monster magazines should be banned. Australia had 

the good sense to do this and confiscated over one 
million firearms after their ban.

Australia, of course, doesn’t have a Second Amend-
ment to impede their journey toward real civilization, 
but their mass shootings dropped to virtual zero 
since the 1987 ban took effect. Assault weapons are 
designed for one purpose only: to kill as many hu-
mans as possible in as short a time as possible.

The lies about using them as hunting rifles are stu-
pid in the extreme. Better hunting rifles exist for less 
money and better construction.

The spate of mass shootings seems to have 
been enabled by any number of people, 
things and events. The emergence of neo-
Nazis, white supremacists, anti-semites and 

just about any other reason involving hate and big-
otry is enabled by lax gun acquisition laws and pro-
cesses.

There is, of course, the element of fear permeating 
our society. Why are so many people afraid? We’re 
supposed to be the land of opportunity, the land that 
welcomes the oppressed. Did I miss the turn in the 
road that made us so inhospitable and fearful?

Even though the United Kingdom is writhing in the 
agony of Brexit, its population remains around 67 
million. They had only 36 gun deaths in 2018. Canada 
has as many guns per person as we do, but have only 
200-300 gun deaths per year.

We are the most dangerous country in the Western 
Hemisphere because we allow so many guns to be in 
the hands of so many people who have no business 
around a box of matches let alone a lethal weapon.

Perhaps all this is our fate. Perhaps our insistence 
that so many must remain in poverty and hopeless, 
so many must be oppressed by religious-based laws 
that restrict how a woman can determine her own 
personal health care or so many who are raised in vi-
olent homes and families where the cycle of violence 
is promoted from one generation to the next. Perhaps 
there will be another Civil War where brother fights 
against brother and families against families. Maybe 
that’s what the gun hoarders are expecting and may-
be even wanting.

Next time you see video of a Trump rally, notice how 
many are wearing camouflage or something depicting 
racism, hate for anyone not them, or guns and the 
NRA. 

Could it be that Trump is enabling those people be-
cause he thinks he might need them to defend him 
against the law and the Constitution? Who knows?

Finally, we the people must be courageous, ethical 
and un-corruptible in the face of the fragmentation 
of our country and society. Part of that courage is to 
elect those who share those traits with us and will 
actually represent the Constitution and us instead of 
just their rich donors.
Denver resident Vern Turner is a regular contributor 
to The Oklahoma Observer. His latest book, Why An-
gels Weep: America and Donald Trump, is available 
through Amazon.
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NORMALIZED
BY ANN DAPICE

A posting on Facebook reads, “I am infuriated! 
How have we become so blind and so evil?” 
This is an important question that history 
can describe, if not approve. Doing terrible 

things typically requires that such actions become 
“normalized and routine.”

For months now we’ve heard this word, “normaliz-
ing” used often in the media where, despite extensive 
evidence to the contrary, Trump has been portrayed 
as a normal candidate. [Eric Alterman, 2016] It’s not 
that his many actions have not been recognized in 
the news, but until very recently there were expres-
sions of hope that he would learn from his mistakes. 
And his supporters and political party have usually 
gone along.

One often wonders how the media, reporting on the 

most recent administrative chaos, can at best keep 
a straight face, and at worst, show appropriate re-
sponse to the day’s events.

Do they not notice that the emperor has no clothes?
In her book, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on 

the Banality of Evil, Hannah Arendt [1963/1987] de-
scribed the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a top administra-
tor in the machinery of the Nazi death camps. Her 
study shocked people.

The most important characteristic of Eichmann 
was that instead of being a terrible monster, he was 
totally unremarkable. He was just doing his job.

Arendt’s conclusion was that most ordinary people 
under the right conditions are capable of the most 
deviant acts. In 1962 Eichmann wrote in a letter that 
he and other low-level officers were forced to serve as 



THE OKLAHOMA OBSERVER   • 29

mere instruments shifting the responsibility for the 
deaths of millions of Jews to his superiors. [pbs.org, 
2016]

Division of labor helps in the process so that no 
one person feels responsible or accountable. In the 
Nazi camps even the prisoners became part of the 
process, prison plumbers laid the water pipe in the 
crematorium, prison electricians wired the fences.

As described in Newsweek 1997, Menkel, a Holo-
caust survivor, at the age of 100, told her story about 
the extermination camp to which she was sent. She 
wrote, “I was told I was to be the barracks leader. I 
said, I’m not strong enough to be a barracks leader. 
They said that would be disobeying a command. I was 
terrified of this order, but had no choice.

“There were no ovens at Bergen-Belsen; instead the 
Nazis killed us with starvation and disease.”

She writes of holding Anne Frank as she slipped 
into coma, she didn’t know that she was dying. She 
didn’t know that she was so sick. “You never know. 
At Bergen-Belsen, you did not have feelings anymore. 
You became paralyzed. In all the years since, I almost 
never talked about Bergen-Belsen. I couldn’t. It was 
too much.”

In Normalizing the Unthinkable, Lisa Peattie wrote 
[1984] that Adolf Eichmann was responsible, accord-
ing to his understanding of responsibility. Heads of 
state set policy; his role was to implement and it 
was never part of his job to actually kill anyone. She 
writes that a vocabulary develops with words that dis-
tance us from the reality.

Historically, humans have used negative names 
when referring to the enemy. Such behavior allows us 
to distance “them” from “us” and causes the enemy 
to seem less human, allowing “us” to do the unbe-
lievable acts to “them.” [www.tandfonline.com]

Commonplace evil then becomes part of our daily 
lives. We routinize and develop procedures, and in-
struct, “This is the way we do things here,” this is 
your “job description.” In sports and the military, 
television interviews repeatedly report the words, 
“I’m just going to go in and do my job.” Beyond routi-
nization, comes the psychological defense, rational-
ization, which says, “If I don’t do it, someone else 
will.”

Witkin and colleagues studied psychological differ-
entiation and development. Blind obedience results 
from an authoritarian system that affects both small 
family units and entire countries. Authoritarian so-
cialization results in people who have less cognitive 
complexity where obedience to societal norms is 
deemed more important than innovation and creativi-
ty, where rationalization, not reason, is used to make 
sense of the daily world.

Wilma Mankiller, former principal chief of the 
Cherokee Nation, wrote that in 1492 there were more 
than 75 million native people in the Western Hemi-
sphere with at least six million residing in what is 
now called the U.S. They spoke 2,000 languages and 
had long been thriving civilizations.” [1993] Other au-

thors have estimated that the North American Indian 
population was between 12 million and 18 million be-
fore European arrival and was reduced to 300,000 to 
400,000 by 1900. Whole tribes became extinct.

In his book, American Indian Holocaust and Sur-
vival, Russell Thornton wrote that because there 
were more deaths than births between 1492 and 
the end of the 19th century, a simple subtraction of 
numbers is not sufficient. Many times the remaining 
number actually died. Hitler is reported to have stud-
ied and praised the model of genocide used on the 
Indians. [Stannard, 1992]

With the “virtual extermination of the native popu-
lations of the New World, and the discovery of the 
enormous profitability of slave labor in raising sugar” 
[and later tobacco and cotton], it is estimated that “12 
million enslaved Africans were successfully shipped 
to the New World between 1451 and 1870,” but the 
conditions were so horrendous that “36 million” died 
in route. 

“Maize and water every twenty-four hours were 
the standard fare. If slaves refused to eat they were 
lashed, and, if that failed, hot irons were used to force 
them to eat. When epidemics broke out, the sick 
slaves were drowned in order to prevent infection 
from spreading. Sometimes the slaves jumped over-
board rather than endure the misery. This became so 
common that nets were fixed all around the decks in 
order to prevent suicides” [Stavrianos, 1981].

Harriet Sinclair [2018] wrote in Newsweek that 
Trump has normalized racism, lying, scapegoating 
and corruption. Coverage of Trump’s April 29 rally 
shows how the major media outlets normalize his 
worst excesses [Vox, 2019]. His behaviors, whether 
designated as psychopath, sociopath, antisocial per-
sonality disorder, or narcissist, need no professional 
to diagnose. He lies, manipulates, has no empathy, 
is arrogant, blames others, considers himself supe-
rior to others, needs constant praise, is impulsive, 
must always be the center of attention, and doesn’t 
take criticism. And he tweets these behaviors for all 
to see. 

While professional organizations claim he has not 
been seen or diagnosed by mental health experts, the 
world can see these behaviors daily. Many of these 
characteristics were clear before he was elected.

The question is, would any of these behaviors be 
allowed in anyone else? Others with his pathologies 
would be deemed dangerous to themselves and oth-
ers. In his role as president he can be dangerous to 
many.

The challenge is for our elected leaders and our 
form of government to become responsible and pro-
vide the actions needed. 
Ann Dapice received a PhD in psychology, sociol-
ogy and philosophy from the University of Pennsyl-
vania. She is director of education and research for 
T.K. Wolf Inc., a 501(c)(3) American Indian organiza-
tion and founder/executive director of the Institute of 
Values Inquiry.
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Trump Invites Debates Over
Omnivorous Crony Capitalism

BY RALPH NADER

Donald J. Trump’s 2020 election strategy is 
to connect his potential Democratic oppo-
nents with “socialism.” Trump plans to use 
this attack on the Democrats even if Sen.  

Bernie Sanders, who proudly calls himself a “dem-
ocratic socialist,” doesn’t become the presidential 
nominee [Sanders has been decisively re-elected in 
Vermont].

Sen. Elizabeth Warren is distancing herself from 
the socialist “label.” She went so far as to tell the 
New England Council “I am a capitalist to my bones.”

Sanders and Warren are not what they claim to be. 
They are both updating Roosevelt’s New Deal and 
more closely resemble the Social Democrats that 
have governed western European democracies for 
years, delivering higher standards of living than that 
experienced by Americans.

The original doctrine of socialism meant govern-
ment ownership of the means of production – heavy 
industries, railroads, banks, and the like. Nobody in 
national politics today is suggesting such a takeover. 
As one quipster put it, “How can Washington take 
ownership of the banks when the banks own Wash-
ington?”

Confronting Trump on the “socialism” taboo can 
open up a great debate about the value of government 
intervention for the good of the public. Sanders can 
effectively argue that people must choose either dem-
ocratic socialism or the current failing system of cor-
porate socialism. That choice is not difficult. Such an 
American democratic socialism could provide almost 
all of the long overdue solutions this country needs: 
full more efficient Medicare for all; tuition-free educa-
tion; living wages; stronger unions; a tax system that 
works for the people; investments in infrastructure 
and public works; reforms for a massive, runaway 
military budget; the end of most corporate welfare; 
government promotion of renewable energies; and 
the end of subsidies for fossil fuels and nuclear pow-
er.

In my presidential campaigns I tried to make cor-
porate socialism – also called corporate welfare or 
crony capitalism – a major issue. Small business is 
capitalism – free to go bankrupt – while corporate 
capitalism – free to get bailouts from Washington – is 
really a form of corporate socialism. This point about 
a corporate government was documented many years 
ago in books such as America, Inc. [1971] by Morton 
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Mintz and Jerry Cohen.
Now, it is even easier to make the case that our 

political economy is largely controlled by giant cor-
porations and their political toadies. Today the con-
centration of power and wealth is staggering. Just six 
capitalist men have wealth to equal the wealth of half 
of the world’s population.

The Wall Street collapse of 2008-09 destroyed eight 
million jobs, lost trillions of dollars in pension and 
mutual funds, and pushed millions of families to lose 
their homes. Against this backdrop, the U.S. govern-
ment used trillions of taxpayer dollars to bail out, 
in various ways, the greedy, financial giants, whose 
reckless speculating caused the collapse.

In May 2009, the moderate senator from Illinois, 
Dick Durbin, said: “The banks – hard to believe when 
we’re facing a banking crisis that many of the banks 
created – are still the most powerful lobby on Capitol 
Hill. And they frankly own the place.”

Is there a single federal government agency or de-
partment that can say its most powerful outside in-
fluence is not corporate? Even the Labor Department 
and the National Labor Relations Board are under 
more corporate power than union power.

Who better than Trump, on an anti-socialist fantasy 
campaign kick, can call attention to the reality that 
Big Business controls the government and by exten-
sion controls the people?  In September 2000, a Busi-
ness Weekpoll found over 70% of people agreeing that 
big business has too much control over their lives 
[this was before the horrific corporate crimes and 
scandals of the past two decades]. Maybe that is why 
support in polls for “socialism” against “capitalism” 
in the U.S. is at a 60-year high.

People have long experienced American-style “so-
cialism.” For example, the publicly owned water and 
electric utilities, public parks and forests, the Postal 
Service, public libraries, FDIC guarantees of bank de-
posits [now up to $250,000], Social Security, Medi-
care and Medicaid, etc.

What the public is not sufficiently alert to is that 
Big Business has been profitably taking over control, 
if not outright ownership, of these public assets.

In the new book, Banking on the People, by El-
len Brown, readers can get an idea of the way large 
banks, insurers, and the giant shadow banking sys-
tem – money market funds, hedge funds, mortgage 
brokers, and other unregulated financial intermediar-
ies – speculate and shift deep risk and their failures 
onto Uncle Sam. These corporate predators gouge 
customers, and, remarkably, show a deep aversion 
for productive investment as if people matter.

Moreover, they just keep developing new, ever risk-
ier, multi-tiered instruments (eg. derivatives) to make 
money from money through evermore complex, ab-
stract, secret, reckless, entangled, globally destabi-
lizing, networks. Gambling with other people’s mon-
ey is a relentless Wall Street tradition.

The crashes that inevitably emerge end up impov-
erishing ordinary people who pay the price with their 

livelihoods.
Will the Democrats and other engaged people take 

Trump on if he tries to make “socialism” the big scare 
in 2020? Control of our political economy is not a 
conservative/liberal or red state/blue state issue. 
When confronted with the specifics of the corporate 
state or corporate socialism, people from all political 
persuasions will recognize the potential perils to our 
democracy. No one wants to lose essential freedoms 
or to continue to pay the price of this runaway crony 
capitalism.

The gigantic corporations have been built with the 
thralldom of deep debt – corporate debt to fund stock 
buybacks [while reporting record profits], consumer 
debt, student loan debt, and, of course, government 
debt caused by drastic corporate and super-rich tax 
cuts. Many trillions of dollars have been stolen from 
future generations.

No wonder a small group of billionaires, including 
George Soros, Eli Broad, and Nick Hanauer, have just 
publicly urged a modest tax on the super wealthy. As 
Hanauer, a history buff and advocate of higher mini-
mum wages, says – “the pitchforks are coming.”

Epidemic
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 25

women. 
But sadly, some cases involving Native Ameri-

can victims simply are not given as high a priority 
– whether because of race or misunderstandings of 
tribal sovereignty.

“This is a commonality with native women when 
this happens – not just in Oklahoma but across the 
nation,” Morgan said, noting too many cases simply 
are “not taken seriously” by law enforcement.

“It should be a no-brainer. If it were to happen to 
any other nationality or race, it would be investigat-
ed. All cases should be treated the same.”

In Beard’s case, the family hired a private investi-
gator. It also reached out to media, hoping someone 
would tell her story. None did. The case is unsolved.

“I know we’re not the only family this has happened 
to,” said Morgan, governmental affairs executive of-
ficer of the Cheyenne Arapahoe Tribes of Oklahoma. 
“But it’s like – wow! – is it because we’re native?”

Approving Dollens’ proposal should be an easy call 
for the House speaker, especially since the state is 
home to 39 federally recognized tribes. But it’s also 
possible Oklahoma instead could wait for Congress 
to act. That is not acceptable. This is a crisis that 
demands all hands on deck – including those at NE 
23rd and Lincoln Blvd.

“If anything,” Dollens said, “one of the goals of the 
study is to gain clarification on whose jurisdiction it 
is – federal, county, state, local, tribal.

“We want to create collaboration with the native 
community and help any way we can to solve these 
crimes and find missing people.”
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Jim Hightower

Facing The Fates

In Democratic Promise, Larry Goodwyn’s definitive 
history of America’s 19th-century Populist move-
ment, he describes the migration of hundreds of 
thousands of abjectly poor Southern farmers into 
Texas in the 1870s and ‘80s. They were escaping the 
scurrilous “company store” system of crop lending 
that predatory financiers had imposed on the rural 
South, trapping farmers in perpetual peonage. The 
people’s only way out of oppressive debt was literally 
to abandon their farms and flee the state.

Family after family loaded their meager belongings 
onto horse-drawn wagons, nailed a “Gone to Texas” 
note to their cabin doors and headed west, seeking 
land and some sort of positive future.

“Farm families unhitched their wagons, dug in on 
the rim of the Great Plains, and scratched for sur-
vival,” Goodwyn wrote. “They were desperate years, 
more desperate than outsiders could know. It was 
here that the organizational base was created for 
what historians would later call ‘the agrarian re-
volt.’”

About 70 miles northwest of Austin, in rural Lam-
pasas County, in a nondescript spot named Pleasant 
Valley, a small roadside plaque quietly commemo-
rates “FARMERS’ ALLIANCE NO. 1.” Here, in 1877, a 
handful of the area’s destitute cotton growers con-
vened at John R. Allen’s farm to confront their com-
mon plight. From this beginning, a powerful nation-
wide network of more than 3,000 Alliance chapters 
arose in just a few years, providing an economic, 
political and social structure that empowered com-
mon people to battle moneyed elites. 

The farmers’ hard struggle for survival ignited the 
Populist movement, which became a historic mass 
effort to align the realities of American society with 
our egalitarian ideals and to construct, as one Pleas-
ant Valley founder proudly put it, “a grand social and 
political palace where liberty may dwell and justice 
be safely domiciled.”

For some 20 years, this Populist movement was 
phenomenally successful, producing radical demo-
cratic change – until the bankers, monopolists and 

a two-party duopoly rose as one to twist America’s 
financial, marketing and political systems into a 
noose to hang the upstarts.

By 1900, the Alliance and its People’s Party had 
expired. But the farmers’ rebelliousness and bright 
progressive agenda lived on, resurfacing in the Pro-
gressive Era reforms of leaders like “Fighting Bob” 
LaFollett, the penny auctions of the Great Depres-
sion, the New Deal’s safety net programs, the mass 
tractorcades of the 1970s and ‘80s ... and on into the 
farm crisis of 2019.

You may not have heard about it, but yes, our 
farmers are in crisis. Talk to farm families today 
and you’ll feel their anxiety and anger that the Fates 
are conspiring against them. They are endangered 
not only by unrestrained monopolists but also by 
such external bedevilments as Trump’s trade war 
tantrums, the ravages of climate change and a cabal 
of Wall Street and Silicon Valley profiteers intent on 
roboticizing food production. Each and all threaten 
to eliminate the next generation of family farms.

Yet, in conversations with farmers, what comes 
across most powerfully is a combination of sadness, 
bewilderment and a sense of abandonment. Farm-
ers and their family farms, which have served our 
society so well in so many essential ways, no longer 
seem to matter to much of the country, and rural 
America is hollowing out: Banks refuse to invest in 
new businesses, major stores are pulling out, clin-
ics [much less hospitals] are now often more than 
an hour away, broadband internet is unavailable, 
schools are consolidated, and even ag extension 
services are absconding to the suburbs.

Yet, those families’ desperation goes unheeded by 
our political, media and business leaders. No one in 
power, for example, even seems aware that extreme 
stress disorders and suicides are epidemic among 
farmers today. Some progressives are also piling on, 
carelessly dismissing farm and small-town residents 
and vilifying them as the clods who elected Trump.

It’s true that the Trumpster’s farm program is Hee 
Haw, but Bill Clinton’s and Barack Obama’s pro-
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grams effectively sacrificed farmers to Wall Street, 
Monsanto, oligarchic middlemen and factory farms. 
Did those political geniuses think farmers wouldn’t 
notice? Years of ignoring and/or siding against fam-
ily farmers will eventually take a toll on their enthu-
siasm for a political party.

So here we go into 2020 ... and beyond. People of 
all stripes and in all of our diverse groups need to 

Is Health Care More Important
Than Health Care Profits?

Last year, Donald Trump said something stupid.
OK, nothing astonishing about that – just another 

day [or hour] in DonaldWorld. But this stupid thing 
he said did astonish an entire nation, specifically 
Britain.

Apparently, Trump had seen a televised report by 
his most trusted foreign policy adviser – Fox News 
– showing people over there protesting about their 
government-supported National Health Service. 
See, tweeted our presidential son of privilege, even 
the Brits are fed up with the idea of health care for 
all, rejecting a socialized system that, according to 
Trump, “is going broke and not working.”

But – oops – the protestors were actually demon-
strating in favor of their health service, demand-
ing that the Tory government put “more staff, more 
beds, more funds” into the public program. Contrary 
to Trump’s ignorance and class bias against social 
programs, the British people love their tax-paid 
health care system, specifically because it does 
work.

Everyone there is covered, getting quality care 
regardless of income levels. And they don’t have to 
fear that they’ll be denied service or bankrupted by a 
rip-off medical system run by and for private insur-
ance giants, hospital monopolies, Big Pharma and 
other profiteers.

To see clear evidence of a system that’s really 
“going broke and not working,” the president could 
look at the 44 million Americans [including four 
million children] who have no health coverage, plus 
millions of others who’re being gouged by ruthless 
drugmakers, denied treatment by insurance bureau-
crats, and drowned in debt by surprise medical bills.

The problem with America’s health care system is 
– hello! – the system!

During the past 30-40 years, its structure has been 
wholly corporatized, perverting health care from a 
human right to just another commodity for sale. If 
it’s care you want from a system, a corporation is 
the worst way to go, for the corporate mandate is not 
to maximize the health of the many, but to maximize 
profits for its few investor elites.

For $3.5 trillion a year, shouldn’t we Americans 
get a world-class health care system? Yet, while 
we spend the most on health care of any advanced 
nation in the world [more than $10,000 a year per 
person], we get the worst results.

No surprise then that a majority of Americans 
want a major overhaul of our corporate system. 
Indeed, the boldest proposal for structural change – 
the “Medicare for All” idea put forth by Sen. Bernie 
Sanders and Rep. Pramila Jayapal – is now backed 
by 82% of Democrats, 66% of independents, and [get 
this] 52% of Republicans!

So ... why isn’t Congress responding to this over-
whelming public demand for universal coverage?

Of course, corporate lobbyists and corrupting cam-
paign cash are one reason. But also, our lawmakers 
do not personally feel the financial pain and emo-
tional distress inflicted by a system built on private 
greed. Instead, the health needs of our governing 
elites are being generously provided by a double 
layer of the socialized care that they are refusing to 
provide for everyone else.

First, they and their loved ones get taxpayer-sub-
sidized insurance coverage, with you and me paying 
about 72% of the price of their health plans. But – 
shhh! – through a secretive office in the U.S. Capitol 
building, members of Congress also have privileged 
access to a full-blown system of – shhh! – health 
care socialism!

Called the Office of the Attending Physician, it pro-
vides a complete range of free medical services for 
lawmakers. No appointment needed, and no waiting. 
They just walk in and doctors, nurses, technicians, 
pharmacists, and other professionals tend to them 
right away. No bill is presented and no need to fill 
out an insurance form. They get what a former OAP 
staffer described as “The best health care on the 
planet.” Thus, members feel no urgency to reform 
the system, since it’s working beautifully – for them.

So, to get good care for all of us, the first step 
might have to be taking away the pampered care that 
lawmakers have quietly given to themselves. – Jim 
Hightower

correct course – as the People’s Party did some 140 
years ago. We must go directly into rural communi-
ties with an honest willingness to hear what farm 
families are saying, join them in developing a com-
prehensive overhaul of the exploitative corporate ag 
system and welcome them as full partners in our 
overall struggle for populist justice.

© Creators.com
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New Federal Bill Would Make
It Easier To Join A Union

BY MICHAEL ARRIA

A record number of work-
ers in the United States 
decided to go on strike 
in 2018. Now congres-

sional Democrats are trying to 
harness that momentum to pass 
a massive labor reform bill that 
would make it easier for workers 
to join unions and collectively 
bargain.

The Protecting the Right to 
Organize [PRO] Act was intro-
duced on May 2 by Sen. Patty 
Murray, D-WA, and Rep. Bobby 
Scott, D-VA. The bill would usher 
in a multitude of protections for 
workers and give them more bar-
gaining power.

Some of its features include 
penalties for businesses that il-
legally fire employees, speed-
up union elections that prevent 

employers from holding anti-union meetings with 
their staff, and National Labor Relations Act [NLRA] 
protections for many independent contractors who 
aren’t currently classified as employees.

The bill also specifically offers new safeguards for 
workers that go on strike. Employers would be pro-
hibited from permanently replacing striking workers 
with scab labor. Plus, the bill would repeal a longtime 
ban on boycotting “secondary” companies. The cur-
rent ban makes it illegal for a given union to boycott a 
separate corporation in solidarity with a strike.

BOOSTING BARGAINING POWER
“The PRO Act is an important effort to bring U.S. la-

bor law into the 21st century – giving working people 
more power at a time when it is desperately needed,” 
said Celine McNicholas, the Economic Policy Insti-
tute’s [EPI] director of government affairs and labor 
counsel, in a statement. “Congress should pass the 
PRO Act immediately and give working people what 
they need most: fairness and a voice on the job.”

During the first legislative hearing on the PRO Act, 
Rep. Joe Courtney, D-CT, cited the recent Stop & 
Shop strike as an example of why collective bargain-
ing rights are so important. In April, over 30,000 gro-
cery store employees went on strike across a number 
of New England locations to fight proposed pension 
cuts, bonus rollbacks and an end to overtime pay. 
The employees prevailed despite being up against 

an enormously powerful company: Stop & Shop is 
owned by Ahold Delhaize, a Dutch retailer that claims 
to have generated $44 billion in U.S. sales in 2018.

The PRO Act would usher in a multitude of pro-
tections for workers and give them more bargaining 
power.

“From the standpoint of the people who stock the 
shelves and work the cashier lines … who felt they 
took their economic destiny into their own hands by 
exercising their right to strike, it obviously paid off 
big time,” said Courtney.

The Stop & Shop victory is not an isolated incident. 
In 2018, striking teachers captivated the country. 
The biggest labor story of 2018 was undoubtedly the 
teacher strike wave that ripped through a number of 
red states starting with West Virginia. However, those 
work stoppages were part of a much wider trend. Ac-
cording to numbers from the Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics, there were 20 major work stoppages in 2018 
involving about 485,000 workers. That’s the highest 
number of major work stoppages since 2007 and the 
highest number of workers participating in them 
since 1986.

The PRO Act is predictably backed by organized la-
bor, and AFL-CIO President Richard Trumka also tes-
tified at the hearing in support of the legislation at 
the hearing. “Something is happening in America,” 
said Trumka. “Workers are embracing collective ac-
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tion with a fervor I haven’t seen in a generation. It is 
time for our laws to catch up. It is time to make the 
PRO Act the law of the land.”
FIGHTING TRUMP’S ANTI-WORKER POLICIES
The PRO Act would allow employees to sue their 

bosses if their ability to organize is violated.
While organized labor has seen strikes and work 

stoppages increase, unions have also endured over 
two years of pro-employer policies from the Trump 
Administration. In March 2019, the Labor Depart-
ment rolled back an Obama-era overtime policy that 
would have raised wages for more than eight million 
workers. In April, the National Labor Relations Board 
[NLRB] released an advice memo declaring that Uber 
drivers are contractors not employees, which means 
they aren’t legally entitled to a number of benefits. 
This all comes in the wake of last year’s momentous 
Janus v. AFSCME decision, in which the conserva-
tive-controlled Supreme Court upended over 40 years 
of precedent by ruling that public sector union fees 
violate employees’ First Amendment rights.

In addition to enduring the anti-worker policies of 
the Trump Administration, organized labor also had 
to endure eight years of being frequently snubbed by 
moderate Democrats and the Obama Administration.

The Employee Free Choice Act [EFCA] was a land-
mark piece of legislation developed a decade ago that 
also aimed to make organizing workplaces easier. The 
EFCA was pushed vociferously by labor leaders and 
progressives, but moderate Democrats ended up kill-
ing the bill’s most important provision, and Obama 
ultimately abandoned the bill over fears that it was 
too politically risky.

On a local level, 27 states now have “right to work” 
laws on the books which prohibit unions from col-
lecting mandatory fees from employees, thus making 
it more difficult to organize and fight back against 
workplace abuses.

According to an EPI study, wages in states with 
“right to work” laws are 3.1% lower than those in 
states without such laws, even when controlling for 
other factors. 

The PRO Act would reverse portions of the 1947 
Taft-Hartley Act that allow “right to work” laws to 
remain legal, requiring unionized workers in every 
state to contribute a fair-share fee toward the cost of 
collective bargaining. 

It would also be a huge boon for rideshare drivers 
and other “independent contractors” working in the 
gig economy, as they would be granted the same em-
ployee protections as other professions.

The PRO Act has broad support from Democrats, 
but its passage remains an uphill battle.

A recent unionization effort in Michigan – a “right 
to work” state – demonstrates the need for more ro-
bust worker protections.

In 2018, Nya Njee quit her job as a barista at an Ann 
Arbor-based coffee shop called Mighty Good Coffee. 
Njee accused the company’s management of racial 
discrimination in a Facebook post, claiming that she 

was denied raises as a result of being Black. Njee’s 
accusations inspired the store’s employees to form a 
union, fight for changes at the workplace, and reach 
out to the Industrial Workers of the World [IWW] for 
guidance throughout the process.

The company’s managers initially accepted the 
union, but during their first contract negotiation they 
suddenly closed all their cafes and laid off their staff. 
A letter to the workers from the company’s attorney 
claimed that the managers had “concluded that they 
are not well suited to operate a retail operation” and 
had “found the experience to be overly stressful.”

The cafe’s baristas were eventually able to secure a 
severance agreement, but it contains an anti-dispar-
agement clause that prohibits the union from speak-
ing about the situation. Truthout was able to speak 
with two former employees that left the company 
prior to the layoffs and are not speaking on behalf of 
the union.

Stephanie Bland, who worked as a barista at the 
cafe, said workers there experienced “a lot of intimi-
dation” and that the company installed cameras that 
were perceived by many as a way to surveil employ-
ees. She also said workers were required to make up 
the difference with their own money if the cash regis-
ter till didn’t line up with the day’s receipts – a prac-
tice that is illegal.

Despite the statement from the company’s attorney, 
Bland said she thought the layoffs and store closings 
were a “direct result of the bargaining process.”

Former barista Kat Finch told Truthout that the 
company seemingly didn’t know what unionization 
entailed when they agreed to accept it and pointed 
out that the layoffs occurred shortly after the union 
began to move against “right to work” language in the 
contract.

“I like being a barista,” said Finch. “There’s not a 
lot of coffee shops here. We had our regular custom-
ers and got to know them really well. We wouldn’t 
have started a union if we wanted the cafe to fail.”

While employers don’t typically shut down entire 
stores in response to organizing efforts, the worker 
layoffs themselves are a common union-busting tac-
tic. There are currently no laws to penalize employ-
ers who engage in this kind of action. The PRO Act 
would allow employees to sue their bosses if their 
ability to organize is violated.

The PRO Act has broad support from Democrats 
with 100 House cosponsors and 40 Senate cospon-
sors, but its passage remains an uphill battle: No Re-
publican is expected to support it and Senate Major-
ity Leader Mitch McConnell will be in no rush for a 
vote.

Nonetheless, its supporters have now effectively 
queued up a massive labor law overhaul that could 
become a reality if the GOP loses the Senate next 
election.
Michael Arria is the author of Medium Blue: The Pol-
itics of MSNBC, published by CounterPunch.

© Truthout
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Lust For Kiamichi Water Intensifies
BY MIKE W. RAY

Efforts to buy Kiamichi River water to quench 
the thirst of north Texans were foiled six 
years ago when the U.S. Supreme Court 
unanimously upheld an Oklahoma law that 

forbids the out-of-state sale or exportation of water. 
Now, multiple plans to use Kiamichi River water to 
generate electricity for Texas have been filed with the 
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission [FERC].

Meanwhile, lawsuits have been filed in state and 
federal courts to overturn a water-use permit that 
would allow Oklahoma City to siphon billions of gal-
lons of water each year from the southeastern Okla-
homa river.

THREE HYDROPOWER PROPOSALS
One hydropower project would be developed in the 

northeastern corner of Pushmataha County by Tom-
lin Energy LLC, whose principals are Dan Tomlin Jr. 
and Daniel O. Tomlin III of Addison, TX, records re-
flect.

In addition, two hydroelectric proposals have been 
submitted to FERC by Southeast Oklahoma Power 
Corp.; one project would be established near Whites-
boro in LeFlore County, the other near Talihina, doc-
uments indicate.

Southeast Oklahoma Power Corp. lists an address 
in Carson City, NV, on its cover letters to FERC, but 
the letters are signed by John Bobenic in care of Day-

tona Power Corp. in Calgary, Alberta, Canada.
All three plans propose to use Kiamichi River water 

in “closed-loop” pumped storage hydroelectric gener-
ating facilities.

AUGUST COURT HEARING
A public hearing is set for Aug. 8 in Pushmataha 

County District Court on a motion to present oral ar-
guments in a lawsuit Norman attorney Kevin Kemper 
filed against the Oklahoma Water Resources Board 
[OWRB] and the City of Oklahoma City [OKC] on Nov. 
17, 2017 on behalf of seven individuals who own land 
or businesses along the river.

The OWRB on Oct. 10, 2017 approved a water-use 
permit that authorizes OKC to take up to 115,000 
acre-feet of water [almost 37.5 billion gallons] annu-
ally 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 gal-
lons, enough water to inundate one acre of land to a 
depth of one foot.]

In his “brief in chief” filed Jan. 17, Kemper 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 March 18 that the city’s 
water request is reasonable and that the state board 
complied with state law when it approved the permit.
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Oklahoma City is a water wholesaler/retailer that 
already draws water from six lakes: three in Oklaho-
ma City, two in Atoka County, and one that straddles 
Blaine and Dewey counties in northwest Oklahoma.

District Judge Michael DeBerry wrote that he would 
review the case file and read the legal briefs of the law-
yers for the petitioners, for OKC and for the OWRB.

The petitioners are Dale Jackson of Clayton; Lar-
inda McClellan of Finley; Justin Jackson of Tuska-
homa; Debbie Leo, d/b/a Miller Lake Retreat, Moyers; 
Dr. Kenneth Roberts of Claremore, a Tulsa Universi-
ty professor who owns property, including a cabin, 
along the river; Walter Myrl Redman, Antlers; and the 
Louise Redman Trust, which has land that borders 
the river.

The administrative record, DeBerry wrote on April 
29, “consists of several boxes that cover a large area 
of the floor in the district judge’s office.” Review of 
the administrative record in the case “will require 
considerable time,” he said.

All parties in the case should be cognizant that 
DeBerry has “extensive administrative duties and 
case load for three counties,” he wrote. His judicial 
district encompasses Pushmataha, McCurtain and 
Choctaw counties.

Therefore, because of these factors, “an immediate 
decision is not likely,” he advised. Nevertheless, De-
Berry directed that any of the affected parties could 
ask him to hear oral arguments.

Kemper, on May 13, said the seven petitioners 
“intend to demonstrate through limited testimony 
about ‘alleged irregularities in procedure before’ the 
OWRB.” The testimony and argument “should take 
no longer than one day,” Kemper advised the judge.

“[T]he people of southeastern Oklahoma have a 
right to listen to oral arguments in open court ex-
plaining various positions in the record and before 
this Court as they impact the Kiamichi River Basin,” 
Kemper asserted.

DeBerry scheduled oral arguments in the case for 
Aug. 8 at 9:30 a.m. in the courthouse at Antlers.

RIVER BASIN MUSSELS THREATENED
Also pending is a lawsuit filed April 4 April in fed-

eral court to prohibit the City of Oklahoma City from 
diverting 115,000 acre-feet from the Kiamichi River 
Basin in violation of the federal Endangered Species 
Act.

David Page, an environmental attorney from Tulsa, 
filed suit in U.S. District Court for the Eastern Dis-
trict of Oklahoma in Muskogee. Withdrawals of such 
magnitude from the Kiamichi River “make it reason-
ably certain that the instream flow of water will be 
reduced to a level that will jeopardize the continued 
existence” of three species of endangered mussels, 
Page wrote in his petition.

Freshwater mussels are an indicator of water qual-
ity and play an important role in rivers by filtering 
water constantly as they breathe and feed. They im-
prove water quality by filtering out bacteria, algae and 
pollutants, but in doing so they accumulate contami-

nants in their bodies.
Mussels play a critical role in the food web because 

they perform this filtering service and convert an oth-
erwise inaccessible energy source into food for ani-
mals that prey on them: fish, crayfish, amphibians, 
reptiles, birds and mammals. Also, mussel shells 
provide living space for insects and plants, and empty 
shells serve as nesting sites for small fish like dart-
ers.

Although North America has the largest number 
of species of freshwater mussels – or clams – in the 
world, approximately 72% of those are endangered, 
threatened or designated as a special concern by the 
states in which they are located. Most are found in 
the Midwest, where more than half of the region’s 78 
species are classified as such. According to the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, “No other group of animals 
in the Midwest is so gravely imperiled.” Thirty-five 
species of mussels have already been declared ex-
tinct.

Plaintiffs in the federal lawsuit are:
• The Kiamichi River Legacy Alliance [KRLA], a non-

profit corporation that “funds and/or otherwise sup-
ports … endangered freshwater species in order to 
preserve the natural ecology of the Kiamichi River;”

• Dr. Kenneth Roberts, the Tulsa University profes-
sor who is president of the KRLA;

• Daniel Roberts, also a member of the KRLA who 
owns property on the river, including a cabin;

• Dale Jackson, a Pushmataha County resident and 
KRLA member whose residence and land border the 
river. He has “an economic interest in clean water 
flowing in, and the natural ecology of, the Kiamichi 
River with respect to his ranching and hunting and 
fishing guide businesses.”

• Justin Jackson, a Pushmataha County resident 
who is vice president of the KRLA. He, too, has 
“ranching, and hunting and fishing guide business-
es” associated with the river;

• Krey Long, Johnny Robbins, and Weldon Robbins, 
all of whom are Pushmataha County residents and 
KRLA members “whose land and residence border 
the Kiamichi River;”

• William Redman, the KRLA secretary and a benefi-
ciary of the Louise Redman Revocable Trust;

• Myrl Redman, the trustee and beneficiary of the 
Louise Redman Revocable Trust. Besides trust land 
that borders the river, beneficiaries of the trust “use 
and enjoy the Kiamichi River, the surrounding land 
and its associated waterways for aesthetic, educa-
tional, cultural and recreational purposes.”

TOMLIN EYES SITE NEAR ALBION
Tomlin Energy, in an application filed with FERC 

on 15 March 2019, wrote that its closed-loop hydro-
power facility would be located near Albion “entirely 
on private land in Pushmataha County.” Power lines 
from the plant “may” extend through Pittsburg, Ato-
ka, Choctaw and Bryan counties in Oklahoma plus 
Grayson, Collin, Fannin and Denton counties in Tex-
as, the applicant wrote.
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The Tomlin “Pump Storage Plant No. 2 Hydroelec-
tric Project” would “provide a reliable and affordable 
source of power” to support the Southwest Power 
Pool [SPP], grid operator in 14 states in the central 
U.S., and the Electric Reliability Council of Texas 
[ERCOT], a non-profit corporation that operates the 
electric grid and manages the deregulated market for 
75% of Texas.

The plant would encompass 1,980 acres, a little 
over three square miles, according to a legal notice 
published recently in southeastern Oklahoma. The 
project would consist of an impoundment pond, two 
new artificial reservoirs connected by an 8,200-foot-
long underground tunnel 32 inches in diameter, 
along with a powerhouse and associated generation, 
pumping and transmission equipment.

TWO LAKES AND IMPOUNDMENT POND
The upper reservoir would be located in a valley 

atop the Kiamichi Mountains on Long Creek. The res-
ervoir would be impounded behind a 2,050-foot-long, 
200-foot-high earth embankment dam; it would have 
a surface area of 100 acres, an average depth of 100 
feet, and a storage capacity of 10,000 acre-feet [3.25 
billion gallons].

The lower reservoir would encompass 200 surface 
acres and would have an average depth of 140 feet. 
It would be impounded behind a 7,600-foot-long, 
40-foot-high earth embankment dam and have a stor-
age capacity of 28,000 acre-feet of water [9.1 billion 
gallons]. 

The lower lake dam would have a 300-foot-wide re-
inforced-concrete emergency spillway and a 300-foot-
wide concrete channel that would empty into the im-
poundment pond.

The impoundment pond would have a surface area 
of 30 acres, an average depth of 60 feet, and a stor-
age capacity of 1,800 acre-feet [586 million gallons] 
of water. 

It would be constructed “approximately 100 feet” 
from the Kiamichi River, Tomlin told FERC. The low-
er reservoir and the impoundment pond both would 
be near the south side of the Kiamichi River, Tomlin 
said.

Refill water for the project would be supplied from 
the river but the lakes would have “no direct con-
nection” to the river, Tomlin wrote in its FERC ap-
plication. However, in the recent legal notice, Tomlin 
revealed it has applied to the Oklahoma Water Re-
sources Board for a 50-year term permit to use 33,000 
acre-feet [10.75 billion gallons] of stream water an-
nually “from one point of diversion on the Kiamichi 
River … ”

During the river’s “high-flow periods,” water that 
overflows the river banks would fill the impoundment 
pond near the river. Water would then be pumped into 
the lower reservoir. 

“Any excess water from rain or springs would drain 
to the lower reservoir and overflow by way of a spill-
way on the reservoir dam” back into the Kiamichi 
River.

“We anticipate evaporation and seepage loss to be 
from 3,000 to 5,000 acre-feet per year,” Tomlin esti-
mated. 

“The reservoirs are large enough to contain suffi-
cient water to run the plant for about five-plus years 
without rain or overflow water” from the river, Tomlin 
claims.

The hydropower project would cycle “an estimated 
10,000 acre-feet of water in a closed-loop configura-
tion,” Tomlin reported.

1,200 MEGAWATTS GENERATED
The Tomlin plant would be equipped with four gen-

erators producing 1,200 megawatts, and pumping ca-
pacity would be 1,400 megawatts [MW]. Annual gross 
energy production would be an estimated 4.2 million 
megawatt-hours [10 hours a day, seven days a week, 
50 weeks a year].

The Tomlin facility would be interconnected with 
the Southwest Power Pool via a transmission line to 
the Tenaska Generation Station south of Kiowa, in 
the southwest corner of Pittsburg County.

“This new 345 kilovolt [KV] line is approximately 
46 miles west of the pump storage plant,” Tomlin 
wrote. A second 345 KV line would extend from the 
Tenaska Generation Station to the Luminant Valley 
Power Plant east of Sherman, TX, via an 85-mile-long 
transmission line.

Right-of-way for the electric line “is expected to be 
150 feet,” Tomlin reported.

Tenaska is a private, employee-owned, independent 
energy company based in Omaha, NE, with regional 
offices in Dallas, Houston, Denver, Philadelphia and 
Boston, plus Calgary and Vancouver, Canada.

PROTEST FILED
On June 11 the Southeast Oklahoma Power Corp. 

[SEOPC] filed a motion to intervene and protest the 
Tomlin application.

SEOPC asserted that FERC should dismiss Tomlin’s 
application “because it may utilize the same water 
resource” that SEOPC seeks to use in two projects 
it has proposed in the Kiamichi River Basin. Each of 
those plans has received a preliminary permit from 
FERC, and Tomlin’s proposal “could frustrate SEO’s 
ability to develop these projects.”

“We have been working with the local people and 
institutions and we have gotten favorable respons-
es,” Dan Tomlin Jr. replied on June 19. “[W]e have 
the support of the County Commissioners, the area’s 
State Representative, and the Choctaw Nation. In ad-
dition, we have approximately 36% of the required 
land for the project under control.”

FERC has not yet ruled on the protest.
HYDROELECTIVE PLANTS PROPOSED

Southeast Oklahoma Power Corp. applied to FERC 
on July 31, 2018 for a preliminary permit for a closed-
loop hydroelectric generating plant that would be de-
veloped near Whitesboro.

The generation and transmission would be located 
“entirely on private land in LeFlore, Choctaw, Bryan 
and Pushmataha counties in Oklahoma, and Gray-
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son, Collin and Denton counties in Texas. SEOPC’s 
initial statement indicates the primary transmission 
line would be strung through or near Nashoba, Ant-
lers, Bennington and Hendrix, OK, plus Sherman and 
Denison, TX.

The project would feature upper, lower and regulat-
ing reservoirs. A channel would be constructed from 
the Kiamichi River to the regulating reservoir, and 
pumps would convey water from the regulating reser-
voir to the lower reservoir.

“There will not be a diversion structure located in 
the Kiamichi River,” the applicant wrote in its de-
scription of the project. 

But in a response to FERC’s request for supple-
mental information, SEOPC reported that the project 
would include a reinforced concrete intake structure 
“on the river” that would be 40 feet wide at the river 
bank and 40 feet long. 

The structure would be funnel-shaped “and would 
taper down over its length to a 10-foot-wide by 10-foot-
high water supply channel” that would contain two 
pipes to transmit water to the regulating reservoir.

In a follow-up letter Oct. 19, 2018, FERC told John 
Bobenic that a map submitted by SEOPC “shows that 
the proposed project would inundate State Road 248, 
Post Oak Road and 583rd Street.” 

The agency instructed Bobenic to “provide informa-
tion about how your proposed project would affect 
these roads.”

“The layout of potential project works in the per-
mit application is conceptual and is not an actual 
representation of any project works that Applicant 
may propose in an eventual license application,” he 
replied. 

If SEOPC files a license application that proposes 
to inundate any road, “Applicant will propose to re-
route such roads, as has occurred with hundreds of 
reservoirs previously licensed” by FERC.

The plant would have four generators producing 
electricity 10 hours a day, seven days a week, pro-
ducing 4,368,000 megawatt-hours of power annually.

A 345 KV, 132-mile-long transmission line would 
connect the powerhouse to the transmission grid in 
the region operated by ERCOT.

The proposed project would “provide a firm source 
of cost-effective renewable energy, carbon-free peak-
ing capacity, dispatchable load to balance renew-
able energy sources, and ancillary services for grid 
operators, while conserving the water resources of 
the Kiamichi River,” SEOPC wrote in its application 
document.

Southeast Oklahoma Power Corp. also submitted 
an application to FERC on Aug. 27, 2018 for a closed-
loop Pushmataha County Pumped Storage Hydroelec-
tric Project that would be developed near Talihina. 
That proposal is similar to SEOPC’s other project.

FERC issued a preliminary permit to SEOPC on 
March 1 to conduct a study on its Whitesboro proj-
ect, and issued a preliminary permit on April 10 “to 
study the feasibility of the Pushmataha Project…”

Both permits expire in 48 months, records indicate.
THREATENING KIAMICHI ECOLOGY

Protests against all three hydropower proposals 
have been filed with FERC by people who either live 
in, or own property in, southeastern Oklahoma.

Peggy Simmons Hart Miller said she lives in Argyle, 
TX, but owns 108 acres of land that is “bounded on 
my entire southern border by Ten Mile Creek, one of 
four major tributaries of the Kiamichi River.”

“Have any current studies been conducted related 
to the hydrological impact” that SEOPC’s Pushma-
taha Project would have “on the Kiamichi River Basin 
and the land owners there?” she asked. Also, “If con-
structed, who, exactly, will benefit, short- and long-
term, from the Pushmataha Project?” she wondered.

Elizabeth Field of Muse, OK, also opposes the Push-
mataha Project. The Kiamichi River “will not survive 
such a proposal,” she wrote. The ecosystem in the 
river basin is “delicately balanced, and any attempt 
to alter it will result in devastating outcomes” for 
the wildlife, forests, and people who are “dependent 
upon this river.”

Field said she owns land that is “situated directly 
on the Kiamichi River waterfront,” and the river ex-
tends along “my entire southern property line.”

“To you this is just a river that will make you mon-
ey,” Terri L. Morgan of McAlester wrote about Tomlin. 
“But to us who have grown up around the Kiamichi 
River, it is a livelihood … You are talking about ruin-
ing the ecological side of this land.”

Debbie Hedrick of Antlers wrote that all of the pro-
posed diversions of Kiamichi River water “will do ir-
reparable harm to the biodiversity of the river itself 
and the entire river basin.”

Hart Miller also wondered whether Tomlin and 
FERC “realize the impact of altering the Kiamichi 
River may have, not only on those with land adjacent 
to the river but [to] the tributaries, the forests, wild-
life, the riverbed itself, the groundwater – all of these 
are connected.”

Susan Trainer of Talihina wrote that she lives Push-
mataha County “right on the county line next to Le-
Flore County.” Many families have lived in the river 
basin “for over 100 years,” she said.

If a hydroelectric plant is built on the Kiamichi, the 
river “will be destroyed and the monstrosity hydro-
electric plant would be sitting there idle,” because 
during the summer “you can walk on dry land across 
the river north of us and south of us.” A pump in-
stalled in the river bottom for a hydropower plant 
“will dry up the river.”

And Cybil Cavalieri of Rattan wrote that damming 
up any part of the river, or pumping water from it to 
generate hydropower, “would adversely affect the en-
vironmental quality of the river.”
Mike W. Ray spent 45 years as a journalist on news-
papers 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.
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Books

Lying And Cheating
As A Way Of Life
COMMANDER IN CHEAT
How Golf Explains Trump
By Rick Reilly
Hatchette Books
244 pages, $28

BY RANDOLPH M. FEEZELL

Sports fans will recognize the author of this 
book. He used to be the back-page columnist 
for Sports Illustrated. When I was a regu-
lar reader of that magazine typically I went 

straight to Reilly’s essay when I received my new copy 
– dessert before the main course. When I heard that 
he had written a book on Trump as a cheater I hoped 
its quality was equal to his amusing and insightful SI 
pieces. He doesn’t disappoint.

Reilly is a witty writer. This book is a fun read. A 
blurb on the back says it’s “side-splitting;” another 
calls it “eye-watering.” The dust jacket calls the book 
a “hilarious indictment” of Trump and all things golf 
in Trumpland. But how can a book be, at the same 
time, hilarious and depressing?

For me, an appropriate emotional response to this 
book is hard to pin down. It’s akin to being amused by 
a humorous description of Harvey Weinstein or Ber-
nie Madoff, or a side-splitting routine about the dumb 
bastards who live in mobile homes in Oklahoma and 
had the misfortune of finding themselves in the path 
of a brief killer tornado. We have to forget the victims 
to sustain our entertainment.

Reilly seems to readers as not so very political, and 
his reasons for writing the book may have more to 
do with his love of golf than love of country. Yet the 
undercurrent of political criticism is unmistakable. 
Reilly is outraged that the game he loves – a game 
of honor, a game of tradition and etiquette, a game 
in which, as Reilly says, the worst thing one can say 
about a player is that she cheats – is despoiled each 
time that Trump plays.

“In golf, you don’t cheat your opponent. You don’t 
cheat your friends. You don’t cheat, period.”

When Trump plays golf, he cheats [or his caddy 
cheats] – not some of the time, but all of the time, ac-

cording to persons interviewed for the book.
“Trump doesn’t just cheat at golf. He cheats like a 

three-card Monte dealer. He throws it, boots it, and 
moves it. He lies about his lies. He fudges and foozles 
and fluffs. At Winged Foot where Trump is a member, 
the caddies got so used to seeing him kick his ball 
onto the fairway they came up with a nickname for 
him: ‘Pele.’”

A reader need not be a sports fan nor golf lover to 
enjoy this book. I know just enough about golf to un-
derstand the evil genius of a serial golf cheater, but 
more than enough about sports to appreciate the way 
that sports participation may be more about reveal-
ing character than building it. And this is central in 
Reilly’s book.

As he says early on, somebody needed to “point out 
the way Trump does golf is sort of the way he does a 
presidency” and somebody should “explain that facts 
and truth are to Trump what golf scores and crowd 
sizes are … ” Feelings. Appearances. Subjects to fab-
ricate and manipulate.

“Somebody should write that the way Trump cheats 
at golf, lies about his courses, and stiffs his golf 
contractors isn’t that far from how he cheats on his 
wives, lies about his misdeeds, and stiffs the world 
on agreements America has already made on every-
thing from Iran to climate change.”

If we keep our attention focused on a microcosm, 
Trump’s obsession with the insular world of golf, we 
learn more about Trump’s character than we would if 
we remain fixated on the things he says as ringmas-
ter in the circus tent of politics, where we expect him 
to exaggerate and dissemble and prevaricate because 
he’s doing what all politicians do. That’s the game. 
His defenders insist that Trump’s whoppers are just 
part of the show. To understand Trump we should 
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play golf with him rather than at-
tend one of his Barnum and Bailey 
rallies.

Reilly’s book is based on over 
100 interviews as well as some 
personal experiences with Trump. 
Reilly is an excellent investigative 
reporter, not simply an amusing 
humorist with an unlimited supply 
of clever metaphors and similes.

We learn that Trump lies about 
his handicap, his golf scores, his 
supposed club championships, the 
quality of his courses, his awards 
– anything that could glorify him-
self in the eyes of others.

Trump’s cheating on the golf 
course is outlandish. Here are two 
examples. He’s playing with three 
celebrity football announcers: 
Mike Tirico, Jon Gruden [now the 
Raiders coach], and Ron Jaworski. 
Tirico hits the shot of his life on a 
blind par 5, right at the pin. When 
they arrived on the green the ball 
was in a bunker, 50 feet from the 
pin. Later, Trump’s caddy told Tir-
ico, “You know that shot you hit 
on the par 5? It was about 10 feet 
from the hole. Trump threw it in 
the bunker. I saw him do it.”

Another caddy says this: “When-
ever I’ve caddied in Trump’s group 
… he always gets his own cart. He 
makes sure to hit first off every tee 
box and then jumps in the cart, so 
he’s halfway down the fairway be-
fore the other three are done driv-
ing. That way he can get up there 
quick and mess with the ball.”

On one occasion the caddy sees 
Trump hit his ball far to the right 
and the caddy’s player hits one 
down the middle. They can’t find 
the ball. “And Trump is now on the 
green already putting. Where’s our 
ball? And then Trump starts yell-
ing back at us, ‘Hey guys! I made 
a birdie.’ He’s holding up his ball 
and celebrating. And that’s when 
we realized. The f**ker stole our 
ball! He got up there early, hit our 
ball, and then hurried up and pre-
tended like he made the putt for a 
birdie. I mean, what the hell?”

If readers find these “hilarious” 
vignettes of Trump’s cheating in 
golf to be much ado about nothing 
– no one is hurt, it’s just a game – 
the stories about how he stiffs his 

contractors are more troubling. In 
these cases his cheating affects 
the lives of people who have the 
misfortune of working for him.

Consider Andrew Tesoro, an ar-
chitect who designed a 55,000 
square-foot clubhouse for Trump. 
After a pattern of underpayment of 

invoices, threats of law suits, bul-
lying, and lies, Tesoro finally ac-
cepted 18% of what he was owed – 
because Trump didn’t want to pay 
that much.

Tesoro says, “I got snookered … 
I’m pretty savvy, but I got conned 
and snookered. When I see … 
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Lindsey Graham and members of Congress kissing 
his ass over stuff they know isn’t right for the coun-
try, I don’t blame them. He makes fools of people. I 
know how persuasive that man is now.”

Why is lying and cheating a way of life for Trump? 
Forgive Reilly for his cheap psychologizing, but some-
times dime store explanations turn out to be true. “If 
you were born a son of Fred Trump, you heard one 
thing over and over. ‘Win, win, and then win some 
more. Whatever you have to do, be a winner.’ Fred 
Trump constantly urged his boys to be ‘killers.’ Life 
as a Trump was not about hugs or picnics or bed-
time reading. It was about winning. Nothing else mat-
tered.”

In life outside of sports the notion of being a “win-
ner” is often unclear and doesn’t always make sense, 
since success may not entail that someone else los-
es. In sports it’s easy to see why Fred Trump’s world-
view would give birth to a son whose view of sports is 
warped and whose actions in golf are pathetic.

Reilly ends his book lamenting that Trump “pees 
all over the game I love, lies about it, cheats at it, and 
literally drives tire tracks all over it … ”

His final comments are more plaintive than angry. “I 
feel sorry for Donald Trump. I feel sorry for someone 
who has to juggle that many spinning lies, who has to 
fight that many endless feuds, who has to cheat and 
lie and insult so many good people just to stand on 
a rickety first-place podium that never stops needing 
rebuilding. How exhausting must that be?”

Reilly suggests that Trump misunderstands golf 
when he cheats because the game [and life itself] 
is defined by “obstacles we overcome.” The cheater 
doesn’t overcome obstacles; he avoids them by dis-
honesty. Reilly might have given a better defense of 
the game he loves and the true nature of winning.

Games are defined by their rules. There is no game 
apart from a set of rules, arbitrarily created by per-
sons and accepted by players, whose purpose is to 
bring into being a distinctive kind of activity.

There are at least two kinds of rules in many 
games [or sports, which are games requiring physi-
cal skills]. There are central constitutive rules that 
define a game and there are regulative or restorative 
rules, the breaking of which incurs penalties such 
that order [justice] is restored and play can resume 
after the penalty has been assessed.

Games are goal-directed activities. In golf the goal 
is to put the little white ball in the hole, but not just 
by any means. It would be efficient and quite easy 
simply to walk to the cup and put the ball into the 
hole with one’s hand. But that isn’t golf. Golf arises 
when difficulty is introduced by requiring that the 
goal be achieved by relatively inefficient means.

The constitutive rules of golf both prescribe and 
proscribe the means by which the goal is to be 
achieved. Place the hole some distance away, require 
the ball to be struck by an elongated instrument, play 
the ball where it lands, and so forth.

Winning is defined in terms of the constitutive rules. 

If a player wins she has overcome, better than her op-
ponent or fellow competitors, the central obstacles 
established by the rules. Winning is an achievement 
as defined internal to the practice of golf.

The purpose of golf, or at least competitive golf, is 
to win by exhibiting excellence, overcoming the diffi-
culties that constitute the game, being a better player 
than one’s opponent. As defined by the late Canadian 
philosopher Bernard Suits, a game is the voluntary 
attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles.

The upshot of this analysis is a curiosity that phi-
losophers of sport call the Incompatibility Thesis. 
The thesis follows straightforwardly from this under-
standing of game-playing. Cheating and winning are 
incompatible. A player can’t win by cheating. Why?

Because the cheater, in breaking constitutive 
rules, isn’t really playing the game. The rules define 
the game. If the cheater isn’t playing, she can’t win. 
Cheating and winning are logically incompatible. 
Trump isn’t playing golf – his fellow honest competi-
tors are.

Is this conclusion not only counterintuitive but 
also preposterous? No, it’s not. It’s why they take 
down the banners of the cheating team and strip the 
supposed victors of their medals when they cheat.

The reason that grounds Reilly’s judgment that 
Trump “pees all over the game I love” is that he 
doesn’t respect the game; he isn’t accepting the chal-
lenge. He violates the fundamental agreements that 
are the condition for the game to exist. He is playing 
Trumpolf, not golf – and he misunderstands the na-
ture of winning.

Winning isn’t dishonesty and subterfuge; it is an 
achievement. Winning isn’t just social recognition of 
a final score; it is the expression of relative excellence 
as defined by the rules of the game and the trust that 
binds together the practice community in an ideal 
space in which rules apply equally to everyone.

In sports winning is well-defined but sometimes 
misunderstood. In life what it means to be a “win-
ner” is underdetermined. The vagueness of the term 
provides the opportunity for people like Fred Trump 
and his son to define it in terms of toys and property 
and bottom lines rather than old-fashioned notions 
associated with character and virtue and real achieve-
ment.

Is Trump a winner? Certainly not in golf, when he 
cheats and lies. And if we appreciate the arguments 
of some ancient Greek philosophers [Plato, Aristotle, 
the Stoics], regardless of his political power and net 
worth, the life of the unjust person is neither happy 
nor good. The architect’s words reverberate in my 
mind. Of Trump he says, “He makes fools of people.” 
Yes, he does.

I highly recommend Reilly’s sports-oriented demo-
lition of Trump’s character. It is a keen representa-
tion of an amoral approach to life.
Randolph M. Feezell, PhD, grew up in northwestern 
Oklahoma and is professor emeritus of philosophy 
at Creighton University in Omaha, NE.
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Observations
fatigue could set in. If so, would it depress Repub-
lican turnout? Could it lead some normally reliable 
GOP voters to cast protest votes for independent can-
didates or – gasp! – Democrats?

2. How many state lawmakers will decline to seek 
re-election? And how could that change the political 
dynamics at NE 23rd and Lincoln Blvd.?

Three-term Rep. Shane Stone became the first to 
announce his exit – a blow to Democrats who not 
only regarded him as a rising star, but also now must 
figure out how to hold the working-class south Okla-
homa City seat.

It didn’t take long, however, for Democratic spirits 
to be bolstered: In late June, Jose Cruz announced 
his candidacy. A recent OCU Law grad, Cruz has 
served as Sen. Michael Brooks’ paralegal, as com-
munity outreach specialist for U.S. Rep. Kendra Horn 
and as a Variety Care board member.

Still … even though the party owns a 2-1 voter reg-
istration advantage in HD 89, it would not be surpris-
ing to see Republicans – especially in a presidential 
election year – make a serious investment in the race, 
hoping to pry away a seat long in Democratic hands 
and to slow Democrats’ urban momentum.

How much attention that race gets – and how much 
money gets poured into it – undoubtedly will be de-
termined by how many others follow Stone’s lead and 
voluntarily give up their seats.

3. Will he or won’t he?
That’s the question swirling around 84-year-old U.S. 

Sen. Jim Inhofe, who has yet to announce whether 
he’ll seek a fifth full term in what’s often called “the 
world’s most exclusive club.”

Inhofe’s been in public office almost continuously 
since 1966 when he was elected to the state House. 
Is he ready to hang it up?

He should, but probably won’t.
He’s chair of the Senate Armed Services Commit-

tee, a powerful post that would be difficult for a ca-
reer politico to give up voluntarily. He’s also sitting 
on a huge pot of re-election cash – nearly $900,000 at 
the March 31 reporting deadline.

More to the point: the $310,000 he raised in 2019’s 
first quarter far outpaced the same period in 2013 – 
the last time he was a year-out from re-election.

Still … Inhofe’s retirement would set off a mad 
scramble for the seat he’s held for a quarter-century.  

There are plenty of other reasons for suspense. 
Which legislators could draw a serious primary chal-
lenge? Hard-right Republicans are still smarting over 
leadership’s orchestrated takedown of several Liberty 
Caucus members in 2018. Democratic incumbents 
could be targeted, too, if social media flaming turns 
out to be more than that.

Stay tuned. It’s about to get very interesting.
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Dart: To U.S. Reps. Tom Cole and Frank Lucas, 
voting against a measure that would create a path 
to citizenship for Dreamers. Shameful redneckism. 
Thankfully, OKC Democrat Kendra Horn voted for the 
common sense proposal.

The quickest way to fix the broken Electoral Col-
lege system is for enough states to pledge their EC 
votes to the national popular vote winner. So far, 15 
have – representing 196 of the 270 needed for victory. 
Latest to join the movement: Oregon.

We mourn the passing of former longtime Musk-
ogee Sen. Earl Garrison, a champion of public educa-
tion and a true gentleman. He was 78.

Good News: an estimated 21 million visitors to 
Oklahoma generated a record $8.9 billion in travel 
spending in 2017. That amounts to $430 in tax rev-
enue per household.

Don’t look now but the U.S. Postal Service is pro-
posing $18 billion in employee compensation cuts – 
and elimination of Saturday service – to help balance 
its books. Its losses, of course, are all on paper, re-
sult of Congress’ unique-to-USPS demand it set aside 
billions annually to fund retiree health benefits.

The state Supreme Court’s speedy smack-down of 
the Oklahoma Council of Public Affairs’ specious 
Medicaid petition challenge proves yet again the 
Koch-headed monster has more dollars than sense.

Tulsa real estate broker Alicia Andrews is new state 
Democratic chair. But her victory is being challenged 
over a vote-tabulation error and a last-minute change 
in the voting schedule. Somewhere Will Rogers is 
grinning.

Will Oklahoma voters ever hold legislative leaders 
accountable for muzzling the public’s watchdog? The 
Ethics Commission’s FY’20 budget is disgraceful – up 
only $6,000 from last year.  

 
Travel season alert: Distracted driving typically 

jumps 8% during summer months when drivers 
spend about 13.6 minutes every hour using their 
phone while piloting their vehicles. – Infolinks
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Letters

abortion bill intended to challenge the Supreme 
Court’s 1973 Roe v. Wade decision. The court ruled 
then that, during the first three months of pregnancy, 
abortion would be a privacy decision of the woman 
involved.

Many pro-life activists are too young to remember 
how it was before Roe v. Wade. Wealthy women would 
just fly to Mexico or Europe for abortions. College 
women would ask friends to support them in taking 
“a vacation.” Poorer women resorted to back-alley 
abortionists, often requiring treatment for infections 
or loss of blood. Some died as a result.

Today’s human population of 7.5 billion grows by 
80 million new people every year, counting births af-
ter deaths. Surely we can agree that every woman in 
the world deserves access to contraceptive and birth 
control education, supplies and services.

Regardless how people feel about abortion, most 
agree that this decision should be left to the woman 
and a doctor, not to state laws and courts. When a 
woman chooses to terminate a pregnancy, it should 
be medically safe, not life-threatening. 

Nathaniel Batchelder
Oklahoma City

Editor’s Note: Batchelder is director of the Peace 
House in OKC.

Editor, The Observer:
“Hey, Mabel, get a load of this!”
Wild eyes and her wild manifesto.
Just what we need to save our Democratic Party 

and the planet.
Wild Eyes belong to the youngest woman ever elect-

ed to the nursing home called Congress, Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez, better known as “AOC.”

This 29-year-old Latina and former bartender from 
New York City’s Bronx has a deliberately unrealistic 
plan to fight climate change, the “Green New Deal.”

Her plan is so wild that conservatives have labeled 
it “un-American,” a “pipe dream,” “insane,” and an 
“unrealistic fantasy.”

Here is what AOC wants us to do:
• Transition from a fossil-fuel based economy by 

2030.
• Make all buildings more efficient.
• Be weaned off beef.
• Get rid of our combustion-engine vehicles.



•   JULY 201946

• Dramatically expand clean energy sources like 
wind and solar.

• Construct a high-speed electric rail network to re-
place jet engines.

• Give every American a free college education and 
free health care.

• Make climate change the topic Democratic Party 
priority.

A hope or a dream like AOC’s Green New Deal is no 

Epic
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7

more impossible than President Franklin Roosevelt 
countering the Great Depression with the “New Deal” 
or President Kennedy vowing to put a man on the 
moon within a decade.

AOC must believe that English poet and writer Rob-
ert Browning was right when he said, “Let your reach 
exceed your grasp or what’s a heaven for.”

Virginia Blue Jeans Jenner
Wagoner

and its big-bucks lobbying, and how it is representa-
tive of the damage done by virtual charters across the 
nation, check out this web site: https://networkfor-
publiceducation.org/2019-charter-school-scandals/.

To read the Arkansas take on Epic, visit https://
arktimes.com/arkansas-blog/2019/03/01/potential-
pulaski-charter-school-provider-under-scrutiny-in-
Oklahoma.

In the grand finale, Carter and Cross say that Okla-
homa Watch’s coverage is “embarrassing to journal-
ism” because they don’t acknowledge the reasons for 
high student mobility. That is untrue for the journal-
ist who is covering the transient students, but that 
is valid for too many policymakers. We’ve never paid 
enough attention to our highly mobile, at-risk kids, 
or acknowledged their need for loving, personal rela-
tionships. Sadly, as traditional public schools have 
been attacked by accountability hawks and charter 
advocates, schools have focused more and more on 
jacking up scores and less on the complex and costly 
services our most vulnerable children need. 

Then they plead innocent because: “Epic adminis-
trators are far from the only ones who are talking 
with lawmakers about issues that impact educa-
tion.”

Actually, Epic provides a fig leaf, letting us pretend 
that we haven’t completely abandoned thousands of 
kids who are enrolled in schools in name only. We 
need all types of educators and patrons to talk with 
lawmakers about the true numbers of children left 
completely behind, and what it would really take to 
help them succeed. 

Abandoning the false claim that virtual charters can 
significantly benefit our most vulnerable kids, much 
less improve meaningful learning for many less-chal-
lenging students, would be an obvious first step. But 
it would only be the first step.

Shifting more than $100 million-plus from for-profit 
charters to holistic student supports would be a ma-
jor second stride.
John Thompson is an award-winning historian 
who became an inner-Oklahoma City teacher after 
the “Hoova” set of the Crips took over his neighbor-
hood 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.

the burden of proof that is on Epic when asserting: 
“Performance pay is NOT, nor has it ever been, used 
to push for the withdrawal of low performing stu-
dents.” Given the history of test incentives deterio-
rating into reward and punish cruelties, that would 
be hard to prove. And they add: “To make it sound 
like Epic is doing something out of the ordinary is 
misleading, at best.” 

But the point is that Epic’s business model encour-
ages the types of educational failures and abuses 
that have been documented by Palmer and other. 

For instance, a major study of the nation’s virtual 
schools during the 2017-18 school year concluded: 
56% of district-operated virtual schools earned “ac-
ceptable” performance ratings based on the research-
ers’ review of data provided by state education agen-
cies, compared to 40% of charter-operated ones. 

And independent virtual schools perform better 
[59%] than those operated by nonprofit education 
management organizations [50%], and both perform 
better than those run by for-profit EMOs [29%].

Moreover, “virtual schools tend to enroll fewer stu-
dents of color and low-income students [those who 
qualify for free and reduced lunch].”

To further understand the deleterious effects of 
Epic’s profit-driven approach, its reliance on online 
learning, its siphoning of money from public schools, 
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Join Observer Editor
Arnold Hamilton

for a lively one-hour 
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impact on state policymaking
and potential ethics reforms

with Rep. Forrest Bennett and 
UCO Political Science Professor 

Dr. John Wood.
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