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No limits 
on public 
comment

Favorite news beat – city hall 

Our View

When Jim Finley left The Sun 
to become Congressman Jack 
Fields’ right-hand man in the                                                                                                                                           
waning months of 1980, I took his 
place as managing editor. “May I 
continue to cover city hall?” I asked 
the top boss, publisher Leon Brown. 

For more than a decade I had 
covered Baytown city government, 
and I didn’t want to give it up.                  
Although I was already on The Sun 
management team as Jim’s assistant, 
I never did much managing back 
then. Really, all I ever wanted to do 
was to be a reporter, preferably the 
city hall reporter.

To answer my question, Leon said 
“no.”   I could not continue to han-
dle a news beat as time-consuming 
as city government and also manage 
the newsroom.

I knew that.  Just thought I’d ask.
Now, to explain why the city news 

beat was my all-time favorite.
Never a dull moment, it was a 

multi-learning experience, pro-
viding constant lessons on sub-
jects ranging from bond programs 
to budgets, from engineering and 
construction to emergency manage-
ment, from laws and ordinances to 
health and water quality … et cetera, 
et cetera.

This English literature major, with 
a limited background in such sub-
jects, had a whole lot to learn, but 
fortunately I had excellent teach-
ers, starting with Fritz Lanham, city 
manager. He was always accessible 
and patiently answered my ques-
tions as completely as possible. 

Nowadays the pop-
ular buzz word for 
his philosophy in 
government would 
be “transparency.”  

Moreover, Fritz 
expected his staff 
to cooperate fully 
with the press and 
citizens in general. 
City government, 

after all, is not a private corporation. 
It’s public, owned and financed by 
we the people.  

Keeping that in mind, I never let 
up on any fact-finding quest but 
probably drove my news sources 
crazy with questions – some dumb 
questions, at that.                  

Finance director J.B. LeFevre was 
another important source of infor-
mation. From him I learned how to 
study revenues and expenditures in 
the budget and to understand how 
bond programs and bond ratings 
affect a city’s future, along with the 
tax rates and property appraisals.

Truth be known, I never had been 
interested in any of that stuff until I 
covered city hall and came to realize 
how local government is deeply in-
volved in nearly every facet of our 
daily lives.

City attorney Neel Richardson, 
city planner Bill Cornelius, tax 
assessor-collector Mickey Coe, 
building inspector Jack Cramer and 
emergency management director 
Fletcher Hickerson were among the 
many staffers who showed me how 
city government works. I would 

like to add a personal thank-you to 
city health director Odis Muennink, 
whose food safety advice I still fol-
low daily in my own kitchen.

At the hub of news gathering was 
the office of city secretary Edna Ol-
iver, who kept the minutes of city 
council meetings and all city re-
cords. While I hated to see her re-
tire, I was glad that her replacement 
was Eileen Hall, who proved to be 
as capable and cooperative as Edna.  

I must mention parks and recre-
ation director Terry Dopson and his 
assistant, future city manager Bob-
by Rountree, who made history with 
the expansion of the city’s park sys-
tem.  

And Sterling Municipal Library 
director Flora Wilhite – what an in-
spiration she was.  My favorite quote 
from this visionary was: “Books fill 
the chug holes of our minds.”

From city engineer Jack Morton 
and a number of public works direc-
tors, I learned about roads, bridges, 
drainage, water and sewer lines. 
Also helpful in this field were the 
city consultants, notably the firm of 
Busch, Hutchison and Associates.

In a future column, I will resume 
this discussion.  I have to sign off 
for now because, as usual, the word 
count is going off the chart.  Appar-
ently one thing I haven’t learned is 
how to write a shorter column.

Wanda Orton is a retired manag-
ing editor of The Sun. She can be 
reached at viewpoints@baytownsun.
com, Attention: Wanda Orton.

Public officials shouldn’t erect barriers to citizen 
input. In cases where the opposition is strong and 
passionate, as is the case with Goose Creek CISD, 
there is all the more reason to let people speak. 

That was not the case Monday night.
Facing a standing-room-only crowd, Goose Creek 

CISD Board President Jimmy Smith said he was 
not going to allow an extended period of time for 
comment, as the board had 14 days ago. Instead, the 
board would revert to standard meeting policy and 
limit the public comment portion to 30 minutes.

Smith’s stance was challenged, but a vote to al-
low more time for speakers failed by a 4-3 vote with 
Vicky Melo, Howard Sampson and Agustin Loredo 
supporting Smith.

Clearly, that policy is for the board’s convenience, 
not the public’s, and the operation of the school dis-
trict is the public’s business.

The superintendent’s personnel free-for-all, low 
staff morale and overall management of the school 
district has led to withering criticism of the board.

Fourteen days ago, 18 speakers spoke for nearly 
90 minutes, nearly all criticizing several of the su-
perintendent’s decisions and the board for allowing 
them to go unchallenged.

So six spoke Monday after the board voted not to 
inconvenience themselves by listening to what the 
other people in attendance had to say.

Not surprisingly, many attending booed after the 
vote.

Not unreasonably, they saw the move as a way to 
squelch criticism of the school district. 

Of course, the majority lost sight of one key fact: 
the public, not the board, owns the school district. 

Let the public have their say.
Public schools are among the most important fea-

tures of any community. Public hearings and the ad-
ditional scrutiny inherent in that process is too im-
portant to jeopardize in the pursuit of expediency.

If the challenges facing the district and the chang-
es needed are as significant as Goose Creek teachers 
of the year and staff members, former administra-
tors, parents and residents state, more public input 
should be welcomed. 

And if board members don’t have the time to de-
vote themselves to a district in turmoil, perhaps they 
volunteered for the wrong position.

Once more, this is the public’s business, not the 
school board’s. Hear them out.

TODAY iN HiSTOrY

Today is Wednesday, July 30, the 211th day of 2014. 
There are 154 days left in the year.

Today’s Highlight in History:
On July 30, 1864, during the Civil War, Union forces 

tried to take Petersburg, Virginia, by exploding a gun-
powder-laden mine shaft that had been dug out beneath 
Confederate defense lines; the attack failed.

On this date:
In 1729, Baltimore, Maryland, was founded.
In 1918, poet Joyce Kilmer, a sergeant in the 165th U.S. 

Infantry Regiment, was killed during the Second Battle 
of the Marne in World War I. (Kilmer is perhaps best re-
membered for his poem “Trees.”)

In 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed a bill 
creating a women’s auxiliary agency in the Navy known 
as “Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service” 
— WAVES for short.

In 1945, the Portland class heavy cruiser USS India-
napolis was torpedoed by a Japanese submarine during 
World War II; only 316 out of some 1,200 men survived.

In 1956, President Dwight D. Eisenhower signed a 
measure making “In God We Trust” the national motto, 
replacing “E Pluribus Unum” (“Out of many, one”).

In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed into law 
the Medicare bill, which went into effect the following 
year.

In 1975, former Teamsters union president Jimmy Hof-
fa disappeared in suburban Detroit; although presumed 
dead, his remains have never been found.

Five years ago: Harvard scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. 
and Sgt. James Crowley, the Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
police officer who’d arrested him for disorderly conduct 
at his home, had beers with President Barack Obama and 
Vice President Joe Biden at the White House to discuss 
the dispute that unleashed a furor over racial profiling in 
America.

Thought for Today: “An efficient bureaucracy is the 
greatest threat to liberty.” 

— Sen. Eugene McCarthy (1916-2005)

leTTerS TO THe eDiTOr

More evidence of the low regard
Thank you to those who showed 

up to the school board meeting, and 
the few who were allowed to speak.  
I urge the Sun to let the public know 
the names of board members who 
voted down extending citizens par-
ticipation time. This was even more 
evidence of the low regard they have 
for the people of this district. 

Thank you to the businessman 
who spoke out for the business com-
munity, stressing how the actions 
of the superintendent and the board 
impact the positive growth - and tax 
dollars - of this community.  

Thank you to the three people who 
spoke out demanding accountability, 
spoke out against hiring Alice ISD 
people over “our own,” spoke on the 
need for the board to have the guts 
to say no to the superintendent, and 
to all who spoke out for the right for 
the public to have its questions an-
swered.  

I especially want to thank Mrs. 
Wahl speaking out, for knowing 
it was the superintendent and this 
board who greatly underappreciat-
ed Mr. Wahl, and for speaking out 
against the “tyranny and nonsensi-
cal” actions of the superintendent. 

Thank you to the last speaker who 
reminded the board they were elect-
ed to serve the people, and not their 
own personal agenda, and demand-
ing a leader who understands loyalty 
- doesn’t demote them and run them 
off.  

I sure hope the board paid atten-
tion to what was said to earn the 
two standing ovations, as well as 
whoops, hollers, and applause.  

I do not understand why the super-
intendent would even want to stay in 
a community where the vast majori-
ty has made it clear they don’t want 
him or trust him, where employees 
are afraid of him and his cronies, and 
where many are pledging to keep the 
pressure on for his removal. 

Seems he’d have enough pride to 
resign and leave. And, if I under-
stood many at the meeting, he is 
welcome to take all those outsiders 
he brought with him.   

Saundra Smith                                            
Baytown    

Hello ...
Superintendent Salvador Cavazos:
Your silence is deafening. 

C. O’Malley 
Baytown   

Board must go
It seems that the whole communi-

ty wants Superintendent Dr. Salva-
dor Cavazos head on a platter. Am I 
the only one who thinks the commu-
nity is missing the real point?

Dr. Cavazos cannot make a move 
without the GCCISD Board of 
Trustees approval.

Either Dr. Cavazos is taking Goose 
Creek in a new direction according 
to his agenda and the board is going 
along with it or the board of trust-
ees is taking Goose Creek in a new 
direction according to the board’s 
agenda and using Dr. Cavazos as the 
goat to be slathered in the end. 

Either way the board of trustees is 

the culprit or incompetent. 
Whether the board is the culprit or 

incompetent, they have lost all cred-
ibility with the Goose Creek com-
munity and must go.

Apparently this hard-working 
board is not so hard working. They 
voted 4 to 3 to not allow more than 
six community speakers. I guess 
they wanted to go home early.

Jimmy Smith, Vicky Melo, How-
ard Sampson, and Agustin Loredo 
all voted not to allow additional 
speakers. The four of them should 
resign from the Board of Trustees 
since they don’t have an honorable 
work ethic.

Board President Jimmy Smith 
said the board does not have a work-
shop session scheduled to discuss 
concerns raised at the last board 
meeting, but that some of the issues 
would be discussed Monday night 
(July 28) in closed session.

The board met in closed execu-
tive session for a long time. They 
reconvened the open session at 
10:44 p.m. and voted on what they 
had discussed. They adjourned the 
meeting at 10:46 p.m. The speak-
ers were turned down so low that I 
couldn’t hear what they voted on, 
but it wouldn’t have made a differ-
ence because it only took them 2 
minutes to complete the vote. Does 
their agenda call for this level of se-
cretiveness. 

The Goose Creek Board of Trust-
ees is tight lipped, secretive, and has 
lost all credibility. They must go.

Troy Whiteneck
Baytown                                     

GC board votes not to inconvenience 
themselves by listening to the people

Wanda 
OrtOn
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