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Who speaks for Alabama State Univer-
sity?

Who knows?
The dispute over the role of Donald Wat-

kins, a lawyer and former trustee, is yet an-
other troubling issue to spew forth from
ASU. We might have less concern if it were
simply a matter of communication, but it
looks much more like a matter of potentially
conflicting agendas and power struggles.

ASU President Gwendolyn Boyd says
Watkins does not represent the university. In
response to an inquiry from the Advertiser,
Boyd could scarcely have been clearer:

“Mr. Watkins does not speak for Alabama
State University. Mr. Watkins does not repre-
sent any executive officer at ASU. Mr. Wat-
kins’ actions and comments do not represent
Alabama State University. Mr. Watkins is not
employed by ASU. As president of Alabama
State University, I do not consult with Mr.
Watkins or seek Mr. Watkins’ advice on any
matter.”

Watkins says he does represent ASU on a
pro bono basis as co-counsel with the univer-
sity’s general counsel and has been doing so
since last December, before Boyd became
president in February.

According to ASU board Chairman Elton
Dean, they’re both right. 

“She’s telling the truth, and Donald’s tell-
ing the truth,” Dean said. “She didn’t hire
him, and he doesn’t have a contract at ASU.
Donald loves the university and offered to
help us. We accepted, and he’s been a great
help on a lot of things.”

Watkins hardly seems to have been a great
help with the FBI. His claim that the FBI
proposed some sort of relationship with ASU
prompted a pointed rebuttal from U.S. At-
torney George Beck. FBI spokesman Douglas
Astralaga confirmed Beck’s position, saying
“It’s simply not possible that it occurred the
way this has been presented.”

And so this wearying saga proceeds. The
internal claims and counterclaims, the obvi-
ous difference in views between the presi-
dent and the trustees, and the sometimes
puzzling presence of Watkins in the mix con-
tribute to a damaging reflection on the uni-
versity.

At a time when unity in the pursuit of
progress is what the university desperately
needs, it is getting the opposite. If the univer-
sity cannot speak with one coherent voice in
squarely addressing the troubling issues that
have been raised, it has no chance of rebuild-
ing public confidence in the integrity of its
operations.

Who speaks for Alabama State Univer-
sity?
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Mixed
message
hurts ASU

Last week, primary elec-
tions in several states killed
off a few ultraconservative
candidates whose views flirt-
ed with nuttiness. In Georgia,
for example, U.S. Rep. Paul
Broun — a physician who has
called evolution and the big-
bang theory “lies straight
from the pit of hell” — drew
only 9.8 percent of the vote in
a crowded race to become the
Republican nominee for the
U.S. Senate.

In the same Georgia pri-
mary contest, U.S. Rep. Phil
Gingrey, an obstetrician-gyne-
cologist, pulled down just 10
percent of the vote. Last year,
the gaffe-prone Gingrey drew
national ridicule for defending
former Missouri congressman
Todd Akin, who had said that
natural processes protect a
woman from pregnancy after
rape.

Meanwhile, in Kentucky,
Senate Minority Leader Mitch
McConnell easily dispatched a
Republican challenger, Matt
Bevin, who had suggested that
legalizing gay marriage could
lead to parents marrying their
children.

Those results, among oth-
ers, cheered the Republican

establishment, which has
grown tired of fielding weird
candidates who cannot win
general elections, and led to a
round of obituaries for the tea
party movement, which had
backed several of the losers.
According to the chattering
classes, the election results
prove that the tea party is on
life support, a dying force in
conservative politics. That
goes double for the doyenne of
the tea party movement, Sarah
Palin, whose chosen candidate
in the Georgia Senate primary,
Karen Handel, also lost.

But that view is just wrong.
Tea partiers have already
accomplished what they set
out to do: move the Republican
Party much further to the
right. While the foot-in-mouth,

reality-challenged candidates
may have been swept from the
stage, the tea party has graft-
ed its DNA into the GOP. The
Republican Party is now a
small tent of hard-right abso-
lutists who deny science, wor-
ship the rich and detest com-
promise.

Ronald Reagan wouldn’t
recognize his party — and
wouldn’t be welcome there
either, as former Florida gov-
ernor Jeb Bush noted two
years ago. “Ronald Reagan
would have, based on his rec-
ord of finding accommodation,
finding some degree of com-
mon ground, as would my dad
— they would have a hard
time if you define the Repub-
lican Party — and I don’t — as
having an orthodoxy that
doesn’t allow for disagree-
ment, doesn’t allow for finding
some common ground,” he
said.

Georgia’s Republican pri-
mary for an open U.S. Senate
seat (as Sen. Saxby Chambliss
retires) was instructive. It was
a frenzy of Obama-bashing, an
unedifying contest among
candidates who repeated far-
right orthodoxy like a mantra.
They pledged to fight Obama-

care, to resist tax increases, to
cut spending on social pro-
grams, to defend every citi-
zen’s right to own a shoulder-
fired rocket launcher. Each of
them pledged to fight abor-
tion, though they all want to
cut the programs that help
keep poor babies healthy.

When the leading candi-
date, millionaire businessman
David Perdue, said something
rational, it was denounced as a
gaffe and used as fodder by
his opponents. Asked by a
Macon Telegraph editorial
writer whether he would
chose spending cuts or in-
creased revenue to improve
the economy, Perdue said
“both.” His opponents jumped
on the remark quickly, claim-
ing he had given notice that he
would raise taxes.

The peculiar aversion to
compromise runs counter to
the example set by Reagan,
the patron saint of the modern
conservative movement. He
famously bartered with Demo-
cratic House Speaker Tip
O’Neill to arrive at a 1983
agreement to cut spending and
raise taxes, which firmed up
Social Security for a genera-
tion.

Yet, the tea party takeover
of the GOP is holding strong,
producing an adherence to
far-right dogma. That’s what
voters are likely to see in the
runoff for the Republican
nomination for a U.S. Senate
seat, in which frontrunner
Perdue will face U.S. Rep.
Jack Kingston on July 22. Both
candidates will feel pressure
to prove themselves to the tea
party supporters who voted
for Gingrey, Broun and Han-
del, so they’ll engage in even
more ultraconservative rheto-
ric and indulge even more
right-wing impulses.

The Republican establish-
ment thought that it was going
to use the energy of far-right
activists to win elections while
remaining firmly in control. If
any members of the GOP es-
tablishment — including old-
line institutions such as the
Chamber of Commerce — still
believe that’s what happened,
they are only fooling them-
selves.

Cynthia Tucker, winner of the
2007 Pulitzer Prize for commentary,

is a visiting professor at the
University of Georgia. She can be

reached at
cynthia@cynthiatucker.com.

Tea partiers have moved the GOP further right
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I write to thank Josh Moon for
his recent column on Alabama’s
weak regulations and the fish con-
tamination indicated by the Ala-
bama Department of Public Health
fish consumption advisories.

On one hand Alabama often
writes weak water pollution per-
mits. On the other hand, Alabama
has a fish tissue contaminant testing
program when some larger, richer
states do not have such a program. I
fear continued poor funding of the
Alabama Department of Environ-
mental Management (ADEM col-
lects the fish for analysis) and of the
ADPH (it does the analyses) will
lead to elimination of the program.

Admittedly there could be im-
provements in the program. Specifi-
cally, the information is not dissemi-
nated as well as it might be and the
cautionary warnings are inade-
quate.

The advisories are issued only on
river/lake segments where fish are
caught and tested.

A truly precautionary program
would issue a general caution/warn-
ing statewide about eating larger

predatory (carnivorous) fish. Since
most mercury contamination now
comes from atmospheric sources
(mostly combustion of coal, not just
here but all around the

world) fish, particularly older/
larger specimens of carnivorous
species are somewhat likely to very
likely to contain levels of mercury
that place people at risk, especially
the very young (unborn fetuses,
children and young people).

All women nearing or in child-
bearing age who plan to have chil-
dren and all children and young
people should avoid consumption of
more than 2 to 4 meals of carnivo-
rous fish (fresh and saltwater fish) a
month. The folks should also be
advised to avoid eating fatty parts
of the fish and to filet and eat the
filets, avoiding fatty parts around
the fins when cutting the filets.

While we can’t blame weak Ala-
bama regulations for the mercury
pollution, as much if not most mer-
cury in our waters comes from else-
where, we can blame the continued
reliance on coal. All aspects of burn-
ing coal to produce electricity, from

mining to disposal of coal ash, are
dirty, dangerous and deadly to life
and to the atmosphere of our planet.

We can blame Alabama for weak
regulations that foul our waters and
damage or destroy aquatic ecosys-
tems. Over the years Choctawhatch-
ee Riverkeeper and other Water-
keeper organizations in Alabama
have had to take legal action to get
ADEM or the U.S. EPA to act
against polluters. We filed a Clean
Water Act Notice of Intent to Sue
against the city of Dothan because
its Beaver Creek wastewater treat-
ment plant regularly polluted the
Little Choctawhatchee River so bad
that there was a sewage and chlo-
rine odor all the way to its mouth at
the Choctawhatchee River. This
ultimately caused the city to close
that plant and send waste to an

expanded wastewater treatment
plant on the Little Choctawhatchee
and U.S. EPA to issue a consent
order requiring the city to do long-
neglected repair and replacement of
sewer lines and pumping stations. 
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