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Ferngate: Obama gets silly, but why?
I must need to smoke pot.

How else to explain why 
I wasn’t getting President 

Obama’s interview on “Between 
Two Ferns,” the Web show hosted 
by Zach Galifi anakis of “The 
Hangover” fame.

Or perhaps I needed a 
hangover, which isn’t likely to 
happen during these Lenten times. 
Thus left to sobriety and affl icted 
with acute wakefulness, I kept 
trying to wrap my head around 
the mindless — no easy task for 
the unstoned.

Deadpan is key to the shtick. 
And monotone. Between two 
ferns, everyone is Bill Murray. Or, 
depending on one’s generation, 
Sgt. Joe Friday. 

Guests on “Ferns” are expected 
to check facial expressions at 
the door and banish emotion. 
Emoting is not funny; not emoting 
is. I’m dozing off now, so I’ll cut 
the fern talk. But fi rst, could I 
have some water? It sure is thirsty 
in here.

In case you missed it, which 
you won’t want to admit because 
this would mean you don’t follow 
what’s trending on Twitter, which 

would mean you are frozen in a 
time no one cares about anymore 
and are, therefore, irrelevant. Let 
me rephrase that: You’re 
not cool — even if you’re 
frozen.

The president, aka 
leader of the free world, 
appeared on the show 
allegedly to pitch health 
care to the demographic 
worshiped by producers 
and presidents alike — 
Young People. This is 
because young people 
rule and, specifi cally, 
they rule the success or failure 
of the Affordable Care Act. If 
the young and healthy don’t 
buy insurance to help cover the 
sick and elderly, the plan could 
collapse.

I might have missed the show 
were it not for Twitter telling me 
what people are paying attention 
to. Other trending topics, at 
least during the time I checked 
in, concerned “Teen Wolf,” 
“The Bachelor” and Juan Pablo, 
who, Google tells me, was the 
bachelor. Such topics remind us 
that all is right with the world, 

at least nothing that would 
distract a president. Absent was 
any mention of such downers 

as Ukraine, Crimea, 
Vladimir Putin, China, 
Russia, Venezuela, Syria, 
Iran, North Korea or other 
trouble spots, never mind 
a missing airplane.

What better time for 
the president to kick 
back and be a comic foil 
in service to the greater 
good of universal health 
care? Health care is 
important, of course, but, 

I repeat, he’s the leader of the free 
world, parts of which are under 
siege.

To kick things off, Galifi anakis 
noted that Obama pardoned a 
turkey in 2013. “What do you 
have planned for 2014?” he 
queried.

“We’ll probably pardon 
another turkey,” Obama said, his 
face a decent replica of itself on 
Botox.

Q: What is it like to be the last 
black president?

A: What’s it like for this to be 
the last time you ever talk to a 

president?
Q: You know what I would do 

if I were president, Mr. President? 
I would make same-sex divorce 
illegal, then see how bad they 
want it.

A: I think that’s why you’re 
not president.

And so it went. I did fi nd 
myself smiling, though probably 
at the wrong things. I’ll never 
tell. But like most people 
older than 30, I also wondered 
whether this was an appropriate 
venue for the president, 
especially in consideration of 
current events.

There are two possible 
answers: One, lighten up. We’re 
an irreverent nation, proud of our 
ability to laugh at ourselves and 
to poke fun, especially during 
the worst of times. I admit, 
this is my favorite thing about 
us. Two, this kind of display is 
beneath the dignity of the offi ce, 
and the president should be 
more circumspect in choosing 
public appearances, virtual or 
otherwise. How can we hope to 
be taken seriously when the world 
sees our president in such silly 

circumstances?
Both answers have merit. I was 

settling on the higher truth of the 
second choice when I fi nally got 
it. My mind expanded of its own 
volition, no doubt enhanced by 
the power of two ferns talking, 
and I could see clearly what 
apparently was so obvious in 
Twitterland.

Obama’s appearance on 
an absurd Web program that 
celebrates the absurd was a 
masterful, strategic move aimed 
squarely at Putin. How better 
to insult a shirtless, pec-fl exing 
thug than to engage in a theater 
of the absurd? How better to 
display maximum disrespect 
toward a man with a child’s ego 
and a nuclear arsenal — who has 
invaded another country where 
peaceful demonstrators were 
gunned down — than by acting 
as though he hasn’t a care in the 
world?

Brilliant.
Here’s a fi nal question for the 

president: Was it worth it?

Kathleen Parker is a columnist for 
The Washington Post.
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In the wake of this winter’s battle 
over whether the unelected and 
unaccountable Cobb Development 

Authority and its counterparts around 
the state should have the ability to have 
the fi nal say on granting tax abate-
ments and incentives, many critics 
said the law in question needed to be 
strengthened to enhance 
public accountability 
and to prohibit such 
authorities from quietly 
giving away tax dollars 
from local school board 
budgets without those 
boards’ knowledge or 
consent.

So what almost 
happened during the 
current session of the 
state Legislature? The 
exact opposite, that’s 
what.

A bill passed the 
Senate and is in the 
House that would 
sharply limit the ability 
of school boards to 
contest such money-
grabs by development 
authorities and also give 
those authorities the power to grant tax 
abatements for a broader array of items 
in the name of “economic development,” 
while simultaneously making it much 
harder for the public to contest them, 
according to critics.

The bill was sponsored by Sen. 
Brandon Beach (R-Alpharetta), the CEO 
of the Greater North Fulton Chamber of 
Commerce and executive director of the 
North Fulton Community Improvement 
District, one of whose members is 
Tad Leithead, who also served as the 
consultant to developer John Williams 
on his controversial $103 million 
“Riverwalk” project in the Galleria 
area. Williams was handed a 10-year-
tax abatement by the Development 
Authority of Cobb County, with the 
bulk of those funds (about $4.3 million) 
to have come out of the Cobb School 
Board’s budget, because the bulk of 
local property tax revenue goes to 
education. Yes, the school district — 
which was blindsided by the Authority’s 
abatement decision — would have 
benefi ted in the long run once Riverwalk 
was built out and taxes were fi nally 
being levied at the “full freight” weight, 
but by that time, almost all of today’s 
K-12 students would have graduated. 
And the controversy played out against 
the background of the Cobb School 
District facing a projected $79 million 
budget shortfall for next year. Williams 
eventually pulled his application for 
the tax abatement, and there the matter 
rested — or so it seemed until this week.

That’s when it was learned that 
the pro-development authority forces 
(there are 150 such authorities in 
Georgia including eight in Cobb) had 
gotten behind Beach’s bill and lined up 
suffi cient votes to see it pass the Senate.

For starters, critics contend Beach’s 
bill would allow abatements for the 
construction of hotels, motels, nursing 

homes and offi ce buildings, rather than 
restricting them to big-scale projects that 
would have a clear economic impact. 
Moreover, while the public conceivably 
might think such abatements are 
worthwhile for big projects, it’s doubtful 
they want their school-tax dollars being 
frittered away to build more motels and 

hotels, etc.
“My greatest 

objection is that this 
bill has the potential 
to further defund 
education in Georgia 
by extending the 
exemptions from paying 
school taxes to selected 
parties,” explained 
state Sen. Lindsey 
Tippins, (R-west 
Cobb), chairman of 
the Senate Education 
Committee. “We’re 
already in a funding 
crisis in education and 
this further exacerbates 
the funding crisis that 
we have by exempting 
additional properties by 
statute.”

Very signifi cantly, 
it also would let unaccountable, 
unelected authorities use tax dollars 
to play winners and losers, reward 
favored developers and thereby give 
those developers a substantial and 
unfair fi nancial advantage over their 
competitors.

Beach’s bill also would remove the 
current responsibility of the district 
attorney to attend bond validation 
hearings in Superior Court in connection 
with the abatements to attest that certain 
guidelines have been met. In place of 
the D.A., the authority would be the one 
assuring the court the guidelines had 
been met. One more layer of protection 
for the taxpayer would be removed, in 
other words.

And while at present the ruling by 
the Superior Court judge in such cases 
can be appealed, under Beach’s law, it 
cannot be. Another layer of protection 
for taxpayers gone.

All in all, Beach’s bill as written tilts 
the table steeply in favor of developers 
and against taxpayers and public 
schools. And it’s proved controversial 
enough in the House that the powerful 
House Rules Committee sent it back 
to the House Economic Development 
and Tourism Committee on Monday 
for further study. And that’s where it 
belongs.

“Sometimes the most important 
thing we can do in the fi nal days of the 
General Assembly is not pass a law 
rather than allow a bill to slip through 
that has unintended consequences or 
raises concerns in a local community 
and certainly there have been a lot of 
concerns that have been raised,” Rep. Ed 
Lindsey (R-Buckhead) told the Marietta 
Daily Journal on Tuesday. “It sort of 
begs the question of ‘Why push this bill 
through?’ Why don’t we simply let this 
debate work its way out another year?”

Why not, indeed?

TILTS TABLE ON TAXPAYERS
Development Authority bill ...

It ... would let 
unaccountable, 
unelected 
authorities use 
tax dollars to 
play winners 
and losers, 
reward favored 
developers and 
thereby give 
those developers 
a substantial and 
unfair fi nancial 
advantage 
over their 
competitors.

The scene: I-16 
near Dublin. 
WAAANGH! REEP! 

REEP! REEP!
“Driver! Pull 

your car over 
immediately!”

“Offi cer, have 
I done something 
wrong?”

“Sir, I clocked 
you in the left lane 
going 87 miles per 
hour!”

“Gosh, I am 
sorry. I was in a 
hurry to get to an 
all-day singing in 
Dudley. In my excitement, I 
must have let my speed get 
away from me. Thank you 
for stopping me. You and I 
both know that speed kills.”

“Actually, sir, that is 
not why I stopped you. I 
stopped you because you 
were going too slow in the 
left lane and holding up 
traffi c. I assume you didn’t 
see those big rigs tail-
gaiting you? They are doing 
94 miles an hour and you 
are poking along at 87. That 
is against the law, sir.”

“You are kidding me, 
aren’t you? This is one of 
those reality shows and you 
are an actor and pulling my 
chain. This is great! When 
will this episode run? I want 
to give the family a heads-
up that I’m going to be on 
television.”  

“Sorry, sir. I am not an 
actor. I am a Georgia State 
Patrol offi cer, sworn to 
uphold the law and the law 
says if you are in the left 
lane and someone wants to 
pass you, you have to move 
over.”

“Since when?”
“Since Rep. Bill 

Hitchens, who is a state 
representative in Rincon 
watched his colleague, Rep. 
Rick Jasperse, from Dawson, 
get a piece of legislation 
through the House of 
Representatives which 
would allow us to pack heat 
in our houses of worship. 

It’s called Guns for God 
and it solves a problem that 
doesn’t exist. Mr. Hitchens 
said if Jasperse could do 

it, why couldn’t 
he? Georgia can 
never have enough 
weird laws. After 
all, sir, this is the 
Legislature we 
are talking about. 
Weird laws are their 
specialty.” 

“You’ve got a 
point there, offi cer. 
But let me ask you a 
question.”

“Sir?”
“Have you driven in the 

right lane on 
I-16? It’s like 
riding on a 
buckboard. 
The left lane 
is much 
smoother.” 

“Sir, surely 
you don’t think 
police offi cers 
drive in the 
right lane. 
Hahahaha! 
That’s a good 
one. I have to 
give it to you, 
sir. You have a 
great sense of 
humor. Wait 
until I tell the 
guys at tomorrow’s roll call. 
Police offi cers in the right 
lane. Hahahaha!”

“But, offi cer, I am serious. 
If I am getting my teeth 
rattled driving in the right 
lane, why can’t I drive in the 
left lane at the speed limit?”

“Because you are holding 
up a bunch of idiots who 
want to drive at the speed of 
light and these idiots vote. 
How do you think weird 
laws like this get passed? 
Idiots demand them.”

“So, this means if people 
are driving at the posted 
speed limit in the left lane, 
they are subject to being 
ticketed, thanks to Rep. Bill 
Hitchens, and if they go 
over the speed limit, they 
are subject to being ticketed 

under existing laws and 
if they drive in the right 
lane they are likely to be 
in need of a serious wheel 
alignment before they get 
to Nunez. And this is how 
the Legislature serves the 
people?”

“Congratulations. You got 
it, sir.”

“Is there any recourse for 
us?”

“Well, sir, you could 
always run for the 
Legislature yourself and 
come up with some weird 
laws of your own.”

“Like what?”
“Maybe pass a piece of 

legislation 
that says 
if you are 
driving at 
the speed 
limit in the 
right lane and 
somebody 
can’t get past 
you because 
of all the 
trucks doing 
100-miles-
an-hour in 
the left lane, 
you have 
to pull off 
on the side 
of the road, 
swallow your 

car keys and walk to your 
destination.”

“That’s the dumbest thing 
I’ve ever heard.”

“Actually, it’s not as 
dumb as getting a ticket for 
driving the speed limit in the 
left lane. I would suggest 
you remember the Bill 
Hitchens Rules of the Road 
in Georgia: ‘Left ain’t right 
unless you are traveling at 
the speed of light.’ Here is 
your citation. Have a good 
day, sir.”

You can reach Dick 
Yarbrough at yarb2400@
bellsouth.net; at P.O. Box 
725373, Atlanta, Georgia 31139; 
online at dickyarbrough.com or 
on Facebook at www.facebook.
com/dickyarb
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THAT DOESN’T EXIST
Legislature working hard to solve problem ...
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‘You are 
holding up a 
bunch of idiots 
who want to 
drive at the 
speed of light 
and these idiots 
vote. How do 
you think weird 
laws like this get 
passed? Idiots 
demand them.’


