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The First Amendment

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the 

people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.
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Ebola puts 
civil liberties 
to the test

WASHINGTON — Unnervingly, the U.S. public 
health services remain steps behind the Ebola 
virus. Contact tracing is what we do, Centers for 
Disease Control Director Tom Frieden assured 
the nation. It will stop the epidemic “in its tracks.”

And yet nurses Nina 
Pham and Amber Vinson, 
who developed Ebola, 
were not even among the 
48 contacts that the CDC 
was initially following. 

Nor were any of the 
doctors and nurses who 
treated the “index patient,” 
Thomas Duncan. No one 
even had a full list of 
caregivers.

The other reassurance 
was: Not to worry. We 
know what we’re doing. We have protocols.

When, however, we got the first Ebola trans-
mission in the U.S., it was blamed on a “breach 
in protocol.” Translation: “Don’t blame us. The 
nurse screwed up.”

The nurses’ union was not amused. Frieden had 
to walk that back the next day, saying he didn’t 
mean to blame anyone.

Frieden had said that “the care of Ebola can be 
done safely, but it is hard to do it safely.” Mean-
ing: In theory, it’s easy; in practice, very danger-
ous. Unfortunately, that’s not what he said on Day 
One. 

These missteps raise questions of competence, 
candor and false confidence. But the problem 
is deeper. And it rests not in our doctors but in 
ourselves. 

In the face of a uniquely dangerous threat, we 
Americans have trouble recalibrating our tradi-
tional (and laudable) devotion to individual rights 
and civil liberties. That is the fundamental reason 
we’ve been so slow in getting serious about Ebola. 
Consider: 

1. Privacy. 
Pham’s identity was initially withheld. In nor-

mal circumstances, privacy deserves absolute 
respect. But these are not normal circumstances. 
We’re talking about a possible epidemic by 
an unseen pathogen that kills 70 percent of its 
victims.

Contact tracing is the key to stopping it, we’ve 
been told. What faster way to alert anyone who 
might have had contact with Pham than releas-
ing her name? Why lose 24 hours during which 
people have to guess if they’d had contact with 
someone carrying the virus?

2. Quarantine. 
When Duncan was first hospitalized, the CDC 

said it would locate his contacts and check regu-
larly for symptoms. For the secondary and ter-
tiary contacts this made sense. But not for those in 
the inner “concentric circle.” They had had close 
contact with Duncan and were living in an apart-
ment requiring massive decontamination. They 
should have been quarantined immediately. 

Yet initially they were not. In fact, the word 
quarantine was not uttered by a single authority 
during the first news conference revealing Dun-
can’s illness.

It’s understandable. Quarantine is the ultimate 
violation of civil liberties. Having committed no 
crime, having done no wrong, you are sentenced 
to house arrest or banishment. It’s unfair. It’s, 
well, un-American. But when an epidemic threat-
ens, we do it because we must.

3. Evacuation. 
Why have we been treating Ebola patients at 

their local hospital? This is insane. They don’t 
have the expertise or the training. They will make 
mistakes, as we’ve now seen repeatedly at Texas 
Health Presbyterian.

Besides, training and equipping every hospital 
in America to treat this rare disease would be 
ridiculously expensive and 99 percent wasted. 
Every Ebola patient should be evacuated to a spe-
cialized regional isolation center, such as the ones 
in Atlanta, Omaha or Bethesda. 

Not because these facilities possess some 
unique treatment. There IS no treatment. But 
they know how to prevent contagion. Local hos-
pitals don’t. It took 15 days and Amber Vinson to 
wake the authorities up to this obvious reality.

4. Travel bans. 
British Airways has already canceled all flights 

to the affected countries in West Africa. We 
haven’t. A couple more cases of imported Ebola 
and we will.

Why are we waiting? The CDC argues that a 
travel ban would stop the flow of medical assis-
tance to West Africa. This is silly. Simply make an 
exception for health care workers. They apply to 
federal authorities, who charter their flights (or 
use military aircraft already headed there) and 
monitor their movements until 21 days after their 
return home. Done.

President Barack Obama, in his messianic 
period, declared that choosing between security 
and liberty was a false choice. On the contrary: 
It is the eternal dilemma of every free society. 
Politics is the very process of finding some equi-
librium between these two competing values. 

Regarding terrorism, we’ve developed a fairly 
reasonable balance. But it took time. With Ebola, 
we don’t have time. Viruses don’t wait. The sooner 
we reset the balance — the sooner we get serious 
— the safer we will be.

Charles Krauthammer is a columnist for The 
Washington Post Writers Group.

Broken families. Neglectful par-
ents racked by poverty, addiction 
or poor personal decisions. Abused 
children denied a normal upbring-
ing. Government agencies short on 
resources and personnel scrambling 
desperately to keep a bad situation 
from getting worse.

For the past week, the Broken 
Bonds series in The Times and on 
gainesvilletimes.com has focused 
on the county’s foster care system 
and its many challenges. We’ve 
read about parents incapable of tak-
ing care of kids due to addictions, 
poverty or simple incompetence in 
raising a family; children bounced 
from one foster home to another, 
many hundreds of miles from home; 
Department of Family and Chil-
dren’s Services workers so overbur-
dened they can’t provide the care 
and support needed; and judges look-
ing for answers where sometimes 
there are none.

Indeed, solutions aren’t easy to 
come by, but here are some sugges-
tions that could make this system 
work better, perhaps a start in the 
right direction.

n Boost DFCS staffing and fund-
ing: The workload on caseworkers 
is overwhelming considering what 
is at stake. It’s hard to measure 
whether there are more kids in cri-
sis or more cases being reported, 
since examples of abuse kept quiet 
years ago are no longer hidden in 
the shadows. That is both a blessing 
and a curse for agencies burdened 
by a backlog of cases. Caseworker 
turnover in such a high-stress job is 
understandably high, leaving those 
still on the job stretched thin and 
new hires struggling to train quickly 
enough to keep up. 

The shortage of foster homes 
results in many children placed with 
families outside of Hall, often across 
the state. Caseworkers thus log hours 
on the road that could be spent more 
productively dealing with children’s 
problems. They also must linger in 
court dealing with custody issues.

Caring for these kids should be 
a greater priority before the state 
legislature. If we’re committed to 
fully funding schools, we need to 

ensure children are equally safe and 
nurtured at home. It’s time lawmak-
ers got serious about eliminating 
pork-barrel projects in the budget 
and invest more in the welfare of 
children, knowing such a move could 
save what is now spent on prison 
cells and family courts.

n Raise the profile. The state 
should highlight the problem, and 
not just when one high-profile case 
makes headlines. Better marketing 
efforts could help Georgians under-
stand the level of this crisis and 
the cost in lives lost or wasted. This 
might encourage more Georgians to 
contribute and volunteer. 

If millions can be spent on ads 
pushing folks to buy lottery tickets, 
this crucial issue is worth a little 
more face time as well.

n Make it easier to become a fos-
ter parent: It’s vital to ensure foster 
kids are getting a better, more stable 
home than the one they left behind. 
As we read in the case of a former 
foster child abused by his host fam-
ily, children can’t be shuffled from 
bad to worse out of desperation.

But while such a screening system 
is necessary, the qualification pro-
cess could be streamlined and some 
of the demanding health tests and 
home environment rules relaxed 
a bit. Those who volunteer to take 
on foster kids are making a huge 
sacrifice by taking on kids who often 
bring health and emotional prob-
lems. Removing some of the red tape 
and fast-tracking those who clearly 
qualify might encourage more to 
take part. 

Prospective parents also must 
undergo training sessions that can 
be lengthy and inconvenient, espe-
cially when there are no orienta-
tion classes offered in a particular 
area (as is the case in Hall). Rather 
than incur more expense by adding 
classes, instead modernize the pro-
cess by allowing an online option that 
allows parents to complete training 
at home and at different hours.

n Recognize those who do their 

part. The state can further encour-
age foster parenting by providing 
special consideration for those who 
make the effort. If it can offer tax 
incentives to lure businesses, why not 
up the ante with more such perks to 
those who open their homes to needy 
children?

Retailers could be encouraged to 
provide special discounts for foster 
households, as they often do for mili-
tary personnel and other community 
heroes. We should make wearing the 
badge of foster parent mean as much 
as the service they perform, and 
acknowledge how they benefit not 
just kids but the whole community.

n Get the private sector more 
involved. From voluntarism to priva-
tization, there are options that don’t 
have to come from government. 
Local nonprofits already help DFCS 
train parents and provide homes. 
Donations from the community can 
help them do more with less. 

The idea of privatizing more of 
the foster care system has been 
proposed but so far has been a non-
starter. Pilot programs planned in 
two regions have stalled, and a group 
of legislators and others continue to 
study if they would work on a wider 
scale. Despite that uncertainty, it’s 
worth exploring if it can help down 
the road.

The stories we’ve read this past 
week have been enlightening, some 
heartbreaking, others more hope-
ful. We now know what many DFCS 
caseworkers have known all along: 
There is no way to rescue every child 
caught up in this maelstrom, as hard 
as that is to accept.

But if small but incremental 
improvements in the foster care 
system can keep just a few more 
from falling into the same horrible 
fate, chipping away at it over time is 
worth the effort.

If only foster kids could form a 
professional sports team, state and 
local officials would find a way to 
pay for a stadium for them. Let’s 
channel that same effort to provide 
the resources needed to give them 
safe, loving homes where they can 
enjoy something closer to a normal 
childhood.

After a week of heart-rending stories on 
the problem, we offer some ideas to fix it
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It’s time lawmakers got serious about eliminating pork-barrel projects in the 
budget and invest more in the welfare of children, knowing such a move could 
save what is now spent on prison cells and family courts.
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