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Public corruption accusations have now netted prison sentences and fines for several former
politicians. In this last year, our newspaper has purposefully maintained a call for stronger
ethical standards among lawmakers and serious limits on any state funding program that gives
individuals control of spending decisions. We' tried to support lawmakers who stood up for
principled respresentation while calling out practices, such as loans among lawmakers that
could be used to influence votes, for change. We have encouraged continued investigation to
ferret out those who would take advantage of their positions of power.

It is often difficult to pinpoint direct changes arising from editorials, but the state Legislature
has adopted new ethical standards. Legislative leaders took up the challenge to invoke
integrity in their inaugural speaches. And we have attempted to use the power of our editorials
to warn of the damage made possible through corruption and to encourage honest lawmakers
to embrace their vital role as standard bearers. How much credit we deserve for changes is up
for debate, but we're certain that our voice has been a vital part to setting Arkansas legislative
culture on a better track.
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The verdict is in

Conviction a sad reflection on leadership

NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE.
onvicted felon Jon Woods.
As of Thursday, that became
the sad but accurate description
for a man voters in Northwest Arkan-
sas, once upon a time, invested with
the public trust through a much more
honorable title, that of Arkansas state
senator.

The public unraveling of Woods’
political career got underway
Nov. 7, 2015, just a few days before lhe
filing deadline for candidates secking a
spot in the next year’s election. Woods.
had served as a state representative
from Springdale from 2007 to 2013 then
as state senator from
2013 to 2017. He loved
the role and appeared
to embrace it practical-
ly as a full-time job. His
2015 announcement
that he wouldn’t seek
re-election shocked
the political world of
Northwest Arkansas. And thus began
the questions about why.

‘he private unraveling had begun
a couple of years earlier as Woods or-
chestrated the allocation of state gov-
ernment General Improvement Fund
‘money to Ecclesia College in Springdale
and a nascent nonprofit conceived by an
associate. On Thursday, a federal court
jury convicted Woods of 15 charges tied
to public corruption in the form of kick-
backs — an elected official receiving
payment in exchange for using his in-
fluence to send taxpayer money to the
tiny, private Christian college and his
buddy’s creation, Ameri
friend, Milton “Rusty” Cranford, sits
a Missouri jail, awaiting his on trial for
public corruption on unrelated charges.

The same jury that convicted Woods
also found Randell Shelton Jr. of Kemp,
Texas, guilty of 12 charges. He’s a con-
sultant/lobbyist who stood accused of
being the middle man in arranging the
payments from the college to Woods
and another Republican state lawmaker,
former Rep. Micah Neal of Springdale.
Neal pleaded guilty more than a year
ago for his part in the schemes and co-
operated with prosecutors.

A fourth man charged, Ecclesia Col-
lege president Oren Paris III, pleaded
guilty to one count of conspiracy on
the eve of the trial and agreed to work
with prosecutors. None of the men have
been sentenced.

It is beyond the space we have avail-
able today to detail the 32 charges on
which Woods and Shelton were indict-
ed. The jury by all accounts performed

irably in the weeks-long trial, which
they concluded after two full days of
deliberation. It says something about
how earnestly jurors did their jobs
that they determined prosecutors had
not proven their case on two charges
against Woods and three against Shel-
ton. Both men were, however, found to
be guilty of conspiracy to commit fraud
and related wire or mail fraud charges.
Jurors also found Woods guilty of mon-
ey laundering.

“Today is a bittersweet day for the
people of Arkansas,” U.S. Attorney

uane “Dak” Kees of the western dis-
trict of Arkansas said after the trial. “We
should always rejoice when our justice
systems works, but it is nonetheless
painful when that justice system has to
be directed at those individuals we have
placed our trust and confidence in.”

Bittersweet is the word, isn’t it?

WHAT’S THE POINT?
In wake of a Northwest Arkansas
corruption trial, state leaders
must renew commitment to
integrity, transparency and
accountability.

Thousands of voters have put their
trust in Woods, a Republican, since his
first campaign in 2006. His conviction
Thursday gives no cause for celebra-
tion, even if there was some satisfaction
the justice system had risen up to attack
abusive practices by people holding
elective office, ostensibly because they
ed to work toward a better Arkan-
The General Improvement Fund
investigation, rather than revealing the
integrity of Arkansas lawmakers, deliv-
ered multiple examples of dishonesty
and abuse.

Beyond Woods and Neal, state Rep.
Jake Files, Republican of Fort Smith,

pleaded guilty to fraud
and money launder-
ing charges related
to misuse of General
Improvement Fund
money intended for
a Fort Smith sports
complex. Pine Bluff’s
Henry “Hank” Wilkins IV, a Democrat,
pleaded guilty last month to “conspir-
ing to accept over $80,000 in bribes in
exchange for influencing Arkansas state
legislation and transactions,” according
to the U.S. attorney. Wilkins accepted
bribes through donations to a church
where he served as pastor. Wilkins was
county judge of Jefferson County when
his transgressions became public. He
has since resigned.

Tf we were to bet, we'd put money on
the likelihood of further developments
in handling of General Improvement
Fund grants. If this trial and other con-
victions have demonstrated anything,
it's that empowering individuals to dole
out money from a taxpayer-funded
“slush fund,” as Neal called it, is an in-
vitation to abuse. Did some good come
from the grants? Yes, such as grants to
volunteer fire departments for needed
equlpmenL But such an unaccountable
system is like dangling red meat in front
of a hungry carnivore — those corrupt
of spirit will give in to their less-honor-
able tendencies, hopeful that the system
lhey’ve helped to create and sustain will
give them cover.

When it comes to those sometimes
called public servants, such abuses are
utterly disappointing because in seek-
ing public office, they've committed to
the people of Arkansas that they will act
according to a high standard, one that
puts the needs of citizens first. Instead,
they debase that original intent.

Arkansans must be able to put their
trust in the state’s institutions of pow-
er. When that’s gone, state government
will have lost its moral authority. It is
vital that all elected offici: tand up
for integrity and accountability. Among
the saddest pieces of this tale is so many
people knew the General Improvement
Fund system was ripe for abuse, but so
many just went along to get along.

Any future system of state funding
for local needs must be aggressive in
protecting taxpayers and guarding
against corruption. That means no one
— not the governor or individual law-
makers — should be making decisions
about how the money is allocated. A big
pot of money is an invitation to abuse.

Arkansans desperately need the kind
of conviction among lawmakers that
builds trust in political leaders, not the
kind that leads to long, deserved prison
terms.

Crystal clear

ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE
WEEK ago, a panel of lawmakers
made some news when it decid-
ed to study the state’s grocery

tax. By “study” we mean look into wheth-
er to raise it.

By late this week, the governor was
heard from.

Actually, that's not fair. The gover-
nor was heard from days before, but Asa
Hutchinson being Asa Hutchinson, he
apparently thought it would be sufficient
to note that his budget and figures didn’t
account for an increase in the grocery tax.
But sometimes you have to give the press
the equivalent of an iron skillet to the
head ala Moe, Larry and Curly.

Which the governor did Thursday
evening. He sent a letter (and released
it to the papers) explaining his opposi-
tion to any grocery tax increase. Without

equivocation. Or as he put
“Ido not >uppor| raisi mg the sales tax
on groceries.”

Not a whole lot of gray area there.
Which is good. He seems to understand,
as we do, that this panel studying taxes
wants the freedom to discuss everything.
Or as the pols often say, put everything
on the table. But this state has spent too
many years slowly but surely lowering
the grocery tax, aka The Shame of Arkan-
sas, so that folks don’t have to pay more
for their milk and bread. Arkansas has fi-
nally reached the point where the tax is
only L5 percent. And it's supposed to go
down even more soon enot

Let’s stay on that path. Tax hikes on
groceries might be the equivalent of
glazed beets at a buffet dinner. Talk about
them only in jest. And don’t put them on
our plate.
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Go East,young man

place along the lower White River in the
1840s and established a mercantile store
What would become DeValls Bluff in
County has had fewer than 1,000 resi-

J acob DeVall and his son Chappel found a

e1

Prairi
dents since the Civil War. It reached its post-war
‘high-water mark with 924 residents in the 1910
census and was down to 619 people in the most
recent census.
But Bill Sayger writes for the Encyclopedia of
Arkansas History & Culture: “Excluding Helena,
1o other town in eastern Arkansas held such

DeValls Bluff has always pum,hed above its
weight, as they say over in the sports depart-
ment. Of the towns listed in my US. 70 essay on
the cover of today’s Perspective section, it's the
one I've found myself drawn to time after time
through the decades. I like history, and I like
food. DeValls Bluff has plenty of both.

Some of my best days as a boy were those
spent at my grandparents’ big house in Des Arc.
‘Those visits often meant road trips south to De-
Valls Bluff for barbecue at Craig’s or fried catfish
at Murry’s. Fortunately for Arkansas diners, both
restaurants are still going strong even though
Olden Murry and Lawrence Craig
are no longer with us. Craig’s remains
in DeValls Bluff, while Murry’s has
moved west to a spot on US. 70 be-
tween Hazen and Carlisle.

Mike Trimble—a gifted storyteller
‘who once wrote for the Arkansas
Gazette, the Arkansas Times and this

first glance to be a minor train derailment.”
Trales weresirungtogethe a dining ooms
Itwasabi

Rex
Nelson

developed over the kitchen table of the Craig
family home.”

Robert Craig, Lawrence’s son, said when
asked about the sauce: “My mom was just in the
Kitchen one day, putting a little bit of this and put-
ting a little bit of that together. And my dad said,
Well yeah, it tastes all right” And so he obviously
introduced it to the public, and it has been sky-
rocketing ever since.”

DeValls Bluff also was the home of Mary
Thomas Pie Shop. Thomas, who's no longer
alive, sold pies across the highway from Craig’s
for more than 30 years. In the 1990s, Lena Rice

selling her own pies in DeValls Bluff. She
died in 2005, but Ms. Lena's Pies is still in busi-
ness, providing yet another reason for a trip to
DeValls Bluff.

As far as history, the town is filled with his-
torical markers, most of which outline the role
it played during the Civil War. Union forces
occupied DeValls Bluff in 1863. Sayger
writes that when the water was low
on the Arkansas River, “many boats
couldn’t reach the capital city. But they
could navigate up the White River to
DeValls Bluff. Men and material could
be transferred to the Memphis & Little
Rock Railroad’s trains to be trans-
ported to Little Rock. For that reason,
DeValls Bluffs port area was heavily
fortified for the remainder of the war and was
home to many solders—black and white—and
refugees. ... Th ioned at DeValls Bluff

of ot of the old restaurants in Delta areas of
Arkansas and Mississippi. People in Little Rock
would rent buses to take them to DeValls Bluff
for feasts of fried catfish (Olden Murry might
throw in fried crappie for special friends), turnip
greens and black-eyed peas. Murry had opened
the restaurant in the 1960 after an injury forced
bim o end his career on  US. Ay Corps of
ers s

Engine
In his 1987 book Southern Food: At Home,
on the Road, in History, John Egerton described
the restaurant as “a rambling catacomb of inter-
mnnecled Luache~, trailers and prefabricated
rooms” and said that Murry was a “Rembrandt
of the Kitchen.” I happen to think that his son-
in-law, Stanley Young, is turning out even better
food at the current location.
wrence Craig opened his restaurant in 1047,
He had once cooked on boats on area rivers. In
an interview with Trimble, Craig said that even
though he was known for barbccuc. he could fry
fish better than Murry. In a separate interview,
Murry told ’Ihmble that even though he was
known for fish, his barbecue was better than
‘what Craig served. I've been known to have a
‘pork sandwich at Craig’s (medium sauce for me)
as an appetizer and then head over to Murry’s for
fish. Why waste a trip east on ]uSI one stop?
On its Southern Barl website,
Southcm Foodways A].hancc says of Craigs:
e generations have supphed ‘many satisfied
customers with a variety of smoked meats, most
notably smoked and sliced pork sandwiches
slathered with a sauce made with hints of ap-
ple and bell pepper. Their signature sauce was

NWA LETTERS

patronized stores and saloons that rapidly sprang
up, many operated by Northern men such as
Daniel P. Upham of New York, who came to town
in the closing days of the war to open a saloon in
partnership with a man named Whitty.”

iver towns can be tough places, and De-
RValls Bluff is no different. Bars have long
been a fixture in the city’s small down-
town. These days it's a place called Grasshopper’s
with bright green paml on the bu:]dml, and this
motto on its sign: “Come grumpy, leave happy””

DeValls Bluff hm dltrdLLed duck hunters and
fishermen since the 1800s. In the days before the
Corps of Engineers built large impoundments
across the state, the White River at DeValls Bluff

attracted wealthy families from as far away as
le Rock and Memphis on weekends. They
had fancy houseboats on the river and built
expensive cabins along its banks. They hunted
ducks in the winter while fishing on the White
River and its oxbow lakes the rest of the year. A
sporting goods store called The Bottoms oper-
ates in downtown DeValls Bluff to serve those
‘who still visit.

Like other small towns in east Arkansas, De-
Valls Bluff has been losing population for years.
Its school district consohdglcd with Hazen in
2006. Yet it still lures those who love history, love
to hunt and fish and love to consume pork!
cue and homemade pie.

[P
Rex Nelson is a senior editor at the Arkansas
Democrat-Gazette.

letters@nwadg.com

Carrier, others make
newspaper an asset

My husband and I have subscribed to and
read one or more daily and weekly newspapers
and news magazines since our marriage many
years ago, and have been grateful for all of them,
including, currently, the Northwest Arkansas
Democrat-Gazette.

Our gratitude spreads amply to all the peo-
ple whose diligence and work bring us news
and, sometimes, their well thought-out opinions
about important topics. (This is true, even when
we disagree with their conclusions.)

We have been longtime friends of Flip Putthoff
and read his every word in the Democrat-Gazette
though we have never been fishing and no longer
bike or hike. We learn a lot from Flip and enjoy

his outdoors vicariously. (Tying flies? Yikes, what
an art!) We have also been fortunate enough to
meet and talk with Paul Greenberg and Becca
Martin-Brown at various writers’ conferences
here in Arkansas. Others are met only in the
newspaper, but seem like friends.

One very special friend we have made is the
newspaper carrier who brings our paper to us
seven days a week. Carrie Spence( is outstanding
in what, I assume, is a very dif It job. I am an
early riser so sometimes see hercar approaching
and go out to say hello and get our newspaper.
Carrie is always cheerful, and exchanging greet-
ings with her is a marvelous start to any day.

A big thank you to Carrie, and all the rest of
you working for the Northwest Arkansas Dem-
ocrat-Gazette.

RADINE TREES NEHRING
Fayetteville
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Make ’em pay

Violations of public trust demand punishment

NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE
ood ol' dad always told us it
never hurts to ask.
“You don’t know if you
don't ask” he'd say.

Former state Sen. Jake Files, or
at least his attorney, apparently had
someone teaching the same lesson.

A federal judge last week sen-
tenced Files, of Fort Smith, to 18
months in federal prison as a result
of his crimes involving taxpayer dol-
lars and bank loans he received af-
ter pledging collateral he did not
own. The judge ordered Files to pay
$83,903 in restitution, including near-
ly $27000 in state
General  Improve-
ment Fund money
he obtained to help
build the River Valley
Sports Complex he
had pledged to com-
plete for the city of
Fort Smith.

Files' attorney asked the judge,
who was required by federal law to
send Files to prison, to sentence his
client to only one day behind bars.

Let’s call it the “go big or don’t go
home” defense.

Thankfully, US. District Judge
PK. Holmes wasn’t in the mood
to be overly generous with a man
who took advantage of his stature
as a community leader and elected
state official to advance schemes to
get money. Holmes said the theft of
public money by an elected official
went beyond an average white-col-
lar criminal by doing damage to the

idence Arkansans have in elect-
ed officials.

“To me, this is an egregious viola-
tion of public trust,” Holmes said.

An attorney representing the De-
artment of Justice’s public integrity
tor told the judge Files could be
the first of several people sentenced
in Arkansas public corruption cas-
es. The sentencing range under fed-
eral guidelines was 12 to 18 months,
and attorney Victor Salgado encour-
aged Holmes that the higher options
would send a message that public
officials should and will be held ac-
countable.

Arkansas needs some account-
ability. It won’t come from our Leg-
islature. And the proposals for ethics

“reform” we've seen don't inspire
any confidence that they're
measures. But more on that as elec-
tion time rolls around.

The last couple of years have
heaped disappointment upon disap-

£
&

WHAT’S THE POINT?
Prosecutors and judges should
make sure elected officials who
commit unlawful acts receive
punishment that fully recognizes
their violations of the public trust.

pointment on Arkansans as they've
seen several lawmakers caught with
their greedy hands in the public cof-
fers. Perhaps the most surprising —
and the one who gave the public a
first glimpse into the corruption as-
sociated with General Improvement
Fund spending — was Springdale
state Rep. Micah Neal. He pleaded
guilty to accepting two kickbacks to-
taling $38,000 for directing state tax
dollars to Ecclesia College, a tiny pri-
vate Christian college. In acknowl-
edging his guilt, he agreed to testify
against state Sen. Jon Woods, Eccle-

a President On,n Paris III and an

alleged middle man,
Randell Shelton Jr.,
in transactions steer-
ing taxpayer dollars
to the college and
to a concocted non-
profit organization.
Paris pleaded guilty.
Woods and Shelton
went to trial and were convicted of
a multitude of public corruption and
fraud charges.

As prosecutors continued pulling
on the corruption threads, former
state legislator and Jefferson Coun-
ty Judge Henry “Hank” Wilkins IV
pleaded guilty to accepting bribes
through a church he pastored in re-
turn for helping to pass certain piec-
es of legislation.

Sentencing awaits these men. And
investigations continue. It is no time
to go soft on sentencing.

There is something particularly
cynical and dastardly in seeking the
public’s trust at the ballot box then
using the trust and authority to line
one’s own pockets while trading in-
fluence for money. Arkansas need to
try hard to elect people of integrity,
but when people use their office or
position for criminal enterprises, the
courts owe it to the public to crack
down. If voters cannot have faith in
those they elect, our system of gov-
ernment will not be long for this
world.

One day in jail? No way. It is in-
deed heartbreaking that Jake Files’
actions, and those of these other
men, have adversely affected people
who care for them. Such dishonesty
always infllicts collateral damage.

Public officials tempted to use
their offices for private gain through
illegal acts need to understand there
is a stiff price to be paid, among their
families and friends as well as within
the judicial system.

QOTHERS SAY

An industry of inhumanity

Darras MORNING NEws
he house on Morris Street looked
Thke every other house on the
block in West Dallas, except that
its fortified doors and windows con-
cealed a dark secret too prevalent in our
society.

Then came news recently of a law
enforcement bust and the secret spilled
onto the street. The house was a hub for
sex slavery.

For about three years, women were
locked up in the 672-square-foot home,
drugged, raped, beaten and forced to
perform sex acls for money. Cameras

run away from abusive homes, undoc-
umented immigrants, and others who
fall into their clutches. Traffickers often
create emotional dependency, destroy
self-worth and isolate their victims.

At the Morris Street house, at least
one woman who had fled was lured back
by a woman working for Bethany. On
another occasion, women at the house
were blindfolded and taken to Miami
where the sex traffickers allegedly
used now-shuttered Backpage.com, a
site linked to trafficking, to solicit cus-
tomers.

In short, this case highlights some of
the ities that law

and one
of the tmfﬁckers allegedly slept by the
front door with a weapon to discourage
escapes. The courage of a passing ice
cream vendor to aid one woman’s flight
to freedom finally shut down this house
of horrors. The two accused traffickers,
Desmond Kintwana Bethany and Bailey
Jane Hance now face federal charges of
conspiring to engage in sex trafficking.

a community, we should be re-
pulsed by this modern day slavery, which
ensnares 313,000 Texans, including
79,000 children, at a staggering $6.6 bil-
lion cost to society, according to a study
by the Institute on Domestic Violence
and Sexual Assault at the University of
Texas. The Lone Star state ranks second
in human trafficking, behind California,
and the best available estimates tell us
that hundreds of children are exploited
for sex day and night in Dallas.

Sex trafficking is among the most
vicious and difficult crimes facing our
society. Traffickers prey on vulnerable
people, including American kids who've

needs to overcome in order to wipe
out human trafficking. For example,
those who have been trafficked often
do things that are inconceivable from
the outside, such as returning to a house
where they were abused. Trafficked vic-
tims also often refuse to testify in court.

In this case, we can celebrate that a
handful of victims were rescued. But
long term, we must get at the deeper
pmblems that allow this cancer to exist
in our society.

at we've heard from people on

the front lines is that it is exceedingly
important to have hope. Without hope,
there will be no action. And this is one
area where enforcement often proves to
be a significant deterrent. It is also one
area where smart enforcement, such as
going after traffickers and concentrating
on helping victims build new lives, can
make a meaningful difference.

Actions like those on Morris Street
recently should give all of us in Dallas
hope.
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The truth 1s out there

Press will always be thorn in side to those in power

he press s, indeed, the enemy.
T President Trump isn’t wrong. In his
topsy-turvy view of things, anyone who
isn’t an ally equals an enemy. The press is cer-
tainly not an ally, nor should they ever be.

The press is always going to be high on the
enemies list of politicians who want their sup-
porters to trust everything they say and nothing
anyone else says. I certainly acknowledge in this
diverse, oversaluraled media market, there is
some reporting that barely qualifies as journal-
ism. In fact, if it's driven by an agenda other than
accuracy and the best obtainable version of the
truth, I would say it’s not journalism at all.

“Trump and other Americans, of all stripes, get
confused from time to time about what consti-
tutes news coverage and what constitutes com-

tis, largely, the doing of the Ameri-
can broadcast media such as CNN, Fox News and
the other 24-hours-a-day machines that feel the
need to create drama to keep viewers watching.
If they committed to straight-up reporting of the
news, it would at times be a little boring. Think
C-Span. And how many people watch that?

Remember CNN’s early days with Bernard
Shaw at the anchor desk? Breaking news meant
something big was really happening. And there
was a lot of solid reporting going on. But it wasn't
nearly as exciting and didn’t chase ratings like
today’s CNN, Fox and other outlets.

Most of the time if you turn on these round-
the-clock news channels, more time is filled by
talking heads (just like me) than by newsmakers
and news reporters doing their jobs. Instead, they
put on panels of “experts,” although for the life
of me I cannot figure out why a lot of them are
considered such. In any case, their entire role
appears to be “spin,” so they’re adding far more
heat than light to the subjects they’re exploring.
Based on the amount of time spent on reporting
to journalistic standards and the expression of
viewpoints, the channels should really be Cable
Opinion Network and Fox Opinion Channel.

So yes, I'm throwing President Trump a bone
by agreeing that what's delivered on the never-off
news isless about news about spm_

Long before Donald Trump took office, I ad-
vised people to read stories from multiple news
outlets, including international media, to get a
clearer picture of what's going on in the world
around them. And to read daily.

‘Why? Well, let's pretend you're given an as-
signment to cover, say, illegal immigration for a
publication. Do you believe it's possible to write
a single story that fully captures all aspects of
such a complicated isste? Even on local stories,
which are often far less complicated, reporters
may get only 15 or 20 paragraphs to explore that
day’s news. Decisions have to be made about
‘what's included and what's not. Someone directly
involved may have other information he wishes
the reporter would have included in her story,
but decisions have to be made about what stays
and what goes, all with an eye toward giving peo-

NWA LETTERS

Greg
Harton

ple enough to understand what happened even
though more details could flesh it out.

Tdon't want to sound like the opening of “The
X Files,” but the truth is out there. The more one
reads, the more one can discern what that truth
is. Not your truth or my truth, but actual truth.

Journalists know their stories cannot include
everything and it can be an agonizing process to
decide what stays and what goes in each day’s
coverage. That's not an exercise in bias. Fairness
is indeed part of the mix of goals. But for every
story written by a reporter, someone else might
have made different choices about what’s most
important to deliver in a limited mount of space,
and what's not as important. When something
gets left out, it’s not usually the result of some
dastardly plan to unfairly influence people’s un-
derstanding. Can I say that's never been the case?

0, there are some pretty famous examples. But
most reporters are attempting to ethically and
pmfew(\nally cover the news. And when Don-

Trump lies about something — and there’s
o queslion he lies and spins plenty — it's not
bias to report information that makes him out
to be a liar.

The best antidote to any bias, real or per-
ceived, is seeking information from multiple
sources and the application of critical thinking
skills. A person 100 percent convinced need not
be afraid of additional information.

Some will say they don’t have time for that.
Fair enough. But the less one reads — and the
less diversity they include in their reading — the
less valid their claims of a biased media can be.

Rely less on the noise and unsubstantiated
chatter of social media. Pursue reputable news
sources (i.e., quality reporting). Stop imme:
ately dismissing information that conflicts with
your point of view. Don’t immediately embrace a
statement just because it confirms your own be-
Tiefs. And don't trust any politician who advances
the idea that his version of events or situations
is the only version anyone can rely on.

One final thought: A friend last week sug-
gested the press gave President Obama a pass
during his eight years in office. I don't agree with
that, but let’s give the assertion the benefit of
a doubt. If it was wrong then, it's wrong now.
President Trump doesn’t deserve a pass. And the
country can hardly afford to give one to him, or
any president.

P —

Greg Harton is editorial page editor for the
Northwest Arkansas Democrat-Gazette. Con-
tact him by email at gharton@nwadg.com or on
Twitter @NWAGreg.

letters@nwadg.com

‘Responsible growth’ needed
to prevent harm to region

1 appreciate the spirit of Alice Walton’s
June 16 essay, “N'WA can shape housing future
with bold action,” and very much hope the phrase
“responsible growth” is a guiding principle.

‘A resource to consult is the population of
Southern California refugees who have lived in
the area more than 15 years. Among us, there
seems to be a consensus that Northwest Arkan-
sas is on the road to making many of the same
mistakes that have done so much damage to qual-
ity of life in Southern California.

Through the late 1980s, the Del Rosa area of

San Bemardmu Lallf \sas lower mlddle class.
ut quiet, F sa 1991,
three high-density apmmgm wmplexc: went in
on Date Street, and within two years the entire
ime rate rose dramat-

litter gathered, and
the schools turned into a cross between prisons
and mental health fa levelopers,
1

acilitie:
real estate agents, polmcal activists and local
puhncmns didn’t seem to care.

In the absence of realism about human na-
ture, idealism and sentimentality almost always
lead to big problems and, sometimes (as in the
case of San Bernardino), disaster. It was abso-
lutely heartbreaking to witness the destruction
of a city I loved.

T personally don't subscribe to the “growth is
always good” religion, but T hope its evangelists
will proceed with caution and wisdom.

PRESTON JONES
Siloam Springs

People of faith have
much to consider

In recent days we have witnessed an amaz-
ing turnaround in American politics and policy.
The president had used scare tactics to generate
support for his immigration policies, and in an
attempt to silence the president’s critics, the attor-
ney general appealed to one of St. Paul’s less-
vincing teachings (most people stopped believing

that kings rule by divine law a long time ago). But
the words of both men were drowned out by the
cries of infants and children being torn away from
their parents, Public outcry, including impassioned
statements from Christians and other people of
faith, forced President Trump to reverse his pol-
icy — sort of.

But the public debate over immigration and
the status of infants, children, and the Dreamers
who were brought here illegally by their parents,
is far from over. I hope and pray that my fellow
Christians who are followers of Mr. Trump will
ponder the events of recent days in light of the
words and deeds of Jesus, who knowingly broke
the law in order to heal sick people on the Sabbath
and who said, “Let the little children come to me,
and do not stop them; for it is to such as these that
the kingdom of heaven belongs.”

BOB MCMATH
Fayetteville
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Legislative reckoning

Sentencings seek to protect public trust

NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE
hen then-candidate Donald
Trump promised during his
soon-to-be-successful presi-
dential campaign to “drain the swamp,”
Arkansans had no idea some of their
state lawmakers were practically bath-
ing in the malodorous, dark waters of
their own political corruption.

Real swamps consist of vibrant eco-
systems of plant and animal life. They're
beautiful, in their own way. They serve
as water purifiers and support a wide
range of life. We have, thankfully,
learned that swamps come with eco-
logical benefits and aren’t something
to eliminate.

Still, swamps harbor some nasty,

critters that

$200,000 will be required along with
300 hours of community service.

All these men are now convicted
felons.

he actions of these four men,

and others, have put a dark cloud

over Arkansas state government.

In the process, they've also brought pain
to people who trusted them, whether
it's family and friends or voters who
believed in them and put them in the
positions of responsibility they abused.
None of these men had just a mo-
mentary slip mitigated by temporary
weakness. Theirs was a complex
scheme involving the orchestration of
alot of moving parts. Every day it last-

it’s best for us humans
to avoid. So, we do un-
derstand the value of
‘Trump’s imagery. Ti
be told, though, it’s the
politicians who lately

have given swamps an

undeserved reputation.

It’s not the swamp that’s to blame for
the less desirable qualities of politi-
cal animals. If our politicians areina
swamp, it's them who are fouling the
‘waters. Government isn’t a swamp, but
its powers prove an enticing lure to hu-
man predators who view it as a place to
satisfy their baser instincts.

In the last two weeks, Arkansans
have seen in grim detail the conse-
quences those political predators face
— and should — when they venture in-
to the swamp. U.S. District Court Judge
Timothy L. Brooks used his authority
not just to punish the guilty, but to al-
50 set a clear example for those who in
the future might entertain thoughts of
abusing the public’s trust.

Former state Sen. Jon Woods, a
Republican from Springdale, was sen-
tenced to 18 years in federal prison for
his role in a scheme to sell his influence
and the powers of his public office. He
must also pay $1.6 million in restitution
and forfeit $1 million in assets to the fed-
eral government.

A jury found Woods guilty in May
of 15 charges related to kickbacks from
state grants he approved. “You were
playing chess at a very high level, lhmk
ing three or four or five moves ahead,
Brooks told Woods. “This wasn't a case
of someone offering you a chance to
make easy money and you taking it.”

Beyond that, Woods was willing to
rent out his legislative duties, writing
bills for the benefit of himself rath-
er than his constituents. When one
$400,000 grant didn’t work out and was
returned, Woods went to work reallo-
cating it into a scheme to make himself
more money, the judge said.

“Your immediate, almost reflexive re-
sponse was to re-steal the same money,”
Brooks said. “I find that amazing. I find
thata great insight into the depravity of
your heart.”

Randell Shelton Jr., who aided in
Woods’ scheme, was next up. He plead-
ed for leniency, hoping for house arrest
so he might watch his newborn c!
grow: Brooks said deterrence demanded
a price: six years in prison and more
than $1.2 million in restitution and for-
feited assets.

Then, it was Oren Paris III's turn.
Paris was the president of Ecclesia
College in Springdale, a small private
Christian school that in 2013 and 2014
received $550,000 in grants directly
from Woods and Neal. Eight other law-
makers — at Woods’ or Neal’s urging
— committed another $165,500 to the
school. Paris passed some of the money
back to Woods and Neal through Shel-
ton’s business. Brooks ordered Paris,
who changed his innocent plea to guilty
the day before his trial was to begin, to
spend three years in prison.

‘Then, Micah Neal’s sentencing ar-
rived Thursday. Brooks gave him credit,
lots of credit, for his cooperation with
authorities in securing convictions of
the others. Prosecutors wanted to send
amessage: If you're guilty of a crime but
come forward immediately and truth-
fully assist in bringing others to justice,
there’s a benefit.

Neal will spend the next year con-
fined to his home for everything but
work, church and medical needs. Two
years of probation will follow, but
he avoided jail time. Repayment of

E

WHAT’S THE POINT?
Greed can make political
corruption look attractive, but
crimes in public office erode trust
among voters as well as friends

family. state lawmakers have

ed, they renewed their
choices to defraud Ar-
Kansas taxpayers.

The ripples of cor-
ruption continue to
spread. Five former

pleaded guilty to ei-
ther misusing state

grant funds, accepting bribes or both
since Neal’s January 2017 plea. Another,
Sen. Jeremy Hutchinson of Little Rock,
was indicted for filing a false tax return
and using campaign funds for person-
al use. Two lobbyists and three former
executives of companies that received
favorable state treatment in return for
kickbacks have also entered guilty pleas.
‘What a horrible, sad era of corrup-
tion in Arkansas politics. There’s plenty
of reason to believe the repercussions
will continue as investigations continue.
‘We're thankful for the federal prose-
cutors. Had all this been left to Arkan-
sas authorities, Woods might still be in
the Senate, Neal might be Washington
County Judge and the influence-ped-
dling schemes might still be undetected.

erhaps most heartbreaking is the
massive impact their greed has

had. The tentacles of their scam,
along with the acts of other unprinci-
pled people entangled in a broader level
of corruption, reach far beyond their
own families in their adverse influences.
Preferred Family Healthcare was
Arkansas’ major behavioral health pro-
vider, but announced this month it will
cease all operations by October as a re-
sult of the corruption scandals in this
state and others. The business brought
in more than $33 million a year through
its Arkansas Medicaid contracts, but
the state ended those once the fraudu-
lent practices became clear and led to
prosecutions of company executives as
‘well as Arkansas lawmakers. Dishonesty
and greed that individual lawmakers
and others somehow justified to them-
selves have disrupted a huge portion
of state-supported medical care in Ar-

Neal was the first Arkansas lawmak-
er to admit guilt and he cooperated with
investigators. That’s why he avoided
prison time. But how much money
would have ever made the scheme

ild worth the damage it has done to his

reputation and the harm to his family
and friends? Same goes for Woods, Paris
and Shelton.

(44 trange, isn’t it? Each man’s life
touches so many other lives.
'When he isn’t around he leaves
an awful hole, doesn’t he?” asked Clar-
ence, the 292-year-old Angel Second
Class hoping to earn his wings in It’s @
Wonderful Life.

George Bailey, in that movie, had lost
faith in himself and all the good he had
done.

The people involved in this Arkansas
political corruptlon represent a kind of
anti-George 'y lost
their way and chose the wrong paths.
And yet every man’s life touches so ma-
ny other lives.

“Your honor, I will spend the rest of
my life trying to redeem myself” Neal
told the judge last week.

ose sentiments are heard a lot in
state and federal courtrooms. We hope
he's sincere and the rest seek redemp-
tion as well. By their actions, though,
they've made it harder for the people
to trust their elected representatives.
‘They've damaged more than just them-
selves; their corrupt behaviors have
scarred our public institutions.
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WHY HAVE You
FORSAKEN ME?

SAME THING.

COLUMNIST

Unifying a state
N —

unter Yurachek, the relatively new ath-

letic director at the University of Ar-

is scheduled to address the

Little Rock Touchdown Club on Monday. I look

forward to meeting him and thanking him for

asincere effort to understand this unique

state, its people and what makes us tick. The fact

that Razorback football teams will continue to

play games at War Memorial Stadium in Little
Rock tells me alot.

Yurachek is a native of Richmond, Va., who

earned a bachelor’s degree in business man-

university and ASU. Tm among those who
believe that a football game between the Razor-
backs and the Red Wolves to open each season
at War Memorial would be a good thing. It could
serveasa rather than adivisive force.

agement from Guilford College in Gi 3
in 1990 and a master's degree in sports
admmnstrauon from the University of Richmond
in 1994. He was a four-year basketball letterman
at Guilford and came to Arkansas from a similar
position at the University of Houston.
e official announcement
in May that the UA will continue
to play football at War Memorial,
Yurachek had made it clear that he
realizes Razorback football is about
more than money. It's something his
predecessor Jeff Long never seemed
to comprehend.

“It’s not just a decision about the University
of Arkansas and our football pro; . Yura-
chek told KATV back in February. “T think this
impacts our entire state and a variety of constitu-
ents. If it was just a decision based on dollars and
cents, it’s an easy decision for a director of athlet-
ics to make. But there’s a lot more that goes into
this decision than just pure dollars and cents.”

Tuesday marks the 70th anniversary of the
first football game played at War Memorial. It
‘was built for the Razorbacks. In a story on the
cover of this section, I detail the history of the
stadium and the role it played in ing the
Razorbacks a statewide brand. At a time when so
much revenue comes from television contracts,
ticket revenue doesn’t have as big of an impact
as it once did. When recently released evidence
showed that fewer than 40,000 people were in
the stands for several games at Fayetteville last
season, it made it even easier to justify the con-
tinuation of Little Rock games.

T travel the state a great deal, which is the
most enjoyable aspect of this job. I'm fascinated
by current trends in which the state is gaining
population overall at a time when two-thirds of
Arkansas is losing population. There are three

primary growth areas: northwest Arkansas, the
Little Rock metropolitan area, and the Jones-
boro-Paragould corridor. How do we continue
to unify this state of only 3 million people in an
era of drastic demographic changes? I've written
before that I see three major unifying forces in
Arkansas: the Razorbacks, astrong governor, and
a quality statewide newspaper.
I mention the unifying power of Razorback
athletics with all due respect to my friends at Ar-
State University in Jonesboro. I've never
understood why Arkansans find it so difficult to
pull for all four of the state’s NCAA Division I
programs at the same time. After all, Arkansas is
in the Southeastern Conference, Arkansas State
is in the Sun Belt Conference, the University of
Arkansas at Pine Bluff is in the Southwestern
Athletic Conference, and the University of Cen-
tral Arkansas is in the Southland Conference.
‘They aren’t battling each other for conference ti-
tles, as is the case with the University of Alabama
and Auburn University.
‘With that said, Thope the UA’ recent decision
to play UALR and UAPB in baseball will open
the door for competition between the flagship

NWA LETTERS

The derful thing abou back games
in Little Rock is that they resemble agiant family
reunion. I can stand at a tailgate party behind the
press box and see friends from every part of the
state due to the central location of the capital city.
T'm confident that Yurachek will con-
sider such a game as he learns more
about the state.

As far as a strong governor, we're
fortunate that Asa Hutchinson has
chosen to govern in the same prag-
matic style as predecessors Mike
Beebe and Mike Huckabee. Hutchin-
son appears to be cruising to re-elec-
tionin November and rightfully so. Even though
he was ra far northwest corner of
Arkansas, Hutchlnmn has spent a great deal of
time as governor in south and east Arkansas.
He played a key role in ensuring that Razorback
football games will continue to be played in Little
Rock. He knows what those games mean to res-
idents of the Delta and the pine woods of south
Arkansas.

‘We've had a good run of governors for more
than half a century, ever since Winthrop Rocke-
feller was elected in November 1966 after 12 years
of Orval Faubus in the governor’s office. Since
Rockefeller was sworn into office in January 1967,
there have been five Democratic and four Repub-
lican governors. None of them have been extrem-
ists. All have governed from the middle. They've
listened to voices from every corner of Arkansas.
Given the current culture of corruption in the Ar-
Kansas Legislature, we're fortunate to have a chief
executive such as Hutchinson.

newspaper. I was fortunate this summer

to have been asked to represent the Ar-
kansas Democrat-Gazette at civic club meetings
in several counties where we're moving from
home delivery of the print edition to online de-
livery for subscribers with iPads the newspaper
gives them. It's a bold experiment in this period
of transition for the newspaper industry, and
people across the country are watching us to see
if it succeeds.

In all of those speeches, I made clear that this
newspaper will continue covering all 75 coun-
ties of Arkansas. There once were a number of
statewide newspapers in places like Des Moines
and Louisville that covered entire states. The
Democrat-Gazette now stands as one of the few
newspapers that attempts to do that.

It's good that people in Texarkana can see
obltuanes from Blytheville. It's good that readers
in Little Rock know what the school board in
Fayetteville is doing. There are so many factors
out there these days that divide us as Arl
We should cherish and hold onto the handful of
things that unite us.

T HAT BRINGS us to a quality statewide

e
Rex Nelson is a senior editor at the Arkansas
Democrat-Gazette.

letters@nwadg.com

Americans must realize
where country is going

Divide and rule, or more commonly known as
dwnde and conquer, is a fact of life today.

‘They” — the 1 percent or whatever you want
to call the financial powers today in this coun-
try — are successfully dividing and conquering
while “we” the people, as defined in our Con-
stitution, fight and bicker over our politics and
different beliefs. They skim the cream off this
great country, while the country and the vast ma-
jority get further and further behind monetarily.
‘We need to take off our blinders, come together
and get this ship of state back on course, or our
democracy will be replaced by oligarchs who
are orchestrating the demise of our democracy.

It’s not too late, we need to vote in individuals
who will work together for the good of us all. “All
for one and one for all” is a whole lot better than
the different camps we have divided ourselves
into. Remember! “Divide and Rule.”

It is said that Nero fiddled while Rome

burned. We bicker while our infrastructure
crumbles around us. The United States, one of
the richest countries on this planet, is starting to
look like a third-world country with crumbling
bridges and streets and roads sorely in need re-
pair, etc. Stop this divisiveness long enough to
look around at what we arc going to be leaving
our children. I, for one, do not want my children
and grandchildren to be beholden to oligarchs
for crumbs from their tables.

It’s time to wake up as to what is really hap-
pening here.

Stop accepting labels like Red State and Blue
State. We are all Americans of the United States.
‘When we totally forget that, it will be the end of
our democracy as we have known it. Wake up,
America. We arc being used by individuals who
‘want to replace our democracy with an oligarchy.

Stop worrying so much about Big Brother
government, and worry about the real threat, Big
Boss oligarchs who want to rule us.

JIM NICELY
Bella Vista
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Give it back

Bible college should return criminal enterprise money

NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

rime, if about anything at all, is

a pursuit of ill-gotten gains. The

very point of most crime, non-
violent and violent, is the undeserved
and fraudulent ac tion of something
valuable, whether it’s a free six-pack lift-
ed from the corner convenience store or
$20 million scammed from customers
by Charles Ponzi.

In proverbial terms,
as in the actual book
of Proverbs, “The get-
ting of treasures by a
lying tongue is a vani-
ty tossed to and fro of
them that seek death.”

‘That sounds awfully
serious. Death for a six-pack? At risk of
mterpre(mg the Good Book, it might be

g in spiritual terms, along the lines
of the wages of sin and such. One could
argue that’s getting even more serious.

Arkansans have witnessed a more-
than-fair share of lying tongues lately
among those who sought and accepted
the public trust, state lawmakers willing
to commit crimes for their economic
benefit. The last year and a half has
brought indictments, guilty pleas and
convictions after trials. Here in North-
west Arkansas, a Springdale Bible col-
lege known as Ecclesia has been at the
center of a public corruption scandal.
Two lawmakers, state Rep. Micah Neal
and state Sen. Jon Woods, are now con-
victed felons because of the discovery
they were taking kickbacks for directing
taxpayer dollars to Ecclesia.

‘The two men pocketed tens of thou-
sands in payoffs for using their influence
to benefit Ecclesia, a private college sev-
eral state lawmakers — including some
who have never been accused of any
crimes — eagerly funneled taxpayer dol-
lars to because of its conservative Chris-
tian mission. Eleven lawmakers directed
more than $717,000 to the 150-student
school through the insufficiently moni-
lored (by design) General Improvement

un

Woods has been sentenced to 18 years
in prison and ordered to pay restitution.
Neal, who cooperated with prosecutors,
got a year of house arrest.

‘What about the college itself? Its
now-former president, Oren Paris TII,
admitted his involvement in the scheme
and received a three-year prison term.
But the beneficiary of all this wheeling

WHAT’S THE POINT?
Ecclesia College in Springdale
should return money obtained

from state government through

public corruption.

and dealing was designed to be Ecclesia
College.

Arkansas’ political leaders have tip-
toed carefully around this public cor-
ruption scandal. At times, even those
who had no involvement in crimes
seemed resistant to addressing it. Was
it professional courtesy, as though poli-
ticians owe such deference to a crooked
colleague? Goodness, we hope not.

It took a series of
convictions and sen-
tencings before Gov.
Asa Hutchinson’s ad-
ministration finally
stepped up and sug-
gested Ecclesia College
ought to be relieved of
the ill-gotten gains it received throug]
the scheming politicians. The Depart-
ment of Finance and Administration
has asked Attorney General Leslie Rut-
ledge’s office to sue Ecclesia College to
recover at least $600,000 of the grants it
received through lawmaker-controlled
General Improvement Fund allocations.

Rutledge’s office is said to be review-
ing the matter.

he college’s attorney, Travis Sto-
1y, said testimony showed the college,
other than Paris, didn’t know about
any kickbacks and used the funding
as ﬁ!omised. The receipt of the mon-
'y happened long enough ago that it’s
past any statute of limitations for any
lawsuit.

But just as public officials ought to
have a higher standard of accountabil-
ity than the average man on the street,
shouldn’t a Bible college operate beyond
a letter-of-the-law interpretation? Does
it truly not matter that the money was
obtained through fraudulent means?

So far, it doesn’t appear that Ecclesia
is leaning toward doing what’s right.

We’d argue state lawmakers, the
crooked ones and the others who di-
rected money to Ecclesia, should have
never been devoting taxpayer dollars to
a private religious school to begin with.
And, before anyone gets their hackles
up, just imagine how youd feel if your
tax dollars were diverted to a Muslim
school or a Unitarian institution.

We prefer that state government
stay out of picking winners and losers
in questions of faith.

But certainly, Ecclesia ought to draw
the line at benefiting from criminal ac-
tivity.

Madness, madness

When the truth doesn’t really matter

ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

N 1987, Raymond J. Donovan, a for-
Imer secretary of Labor, walked out

of a courtroom where he'd just been
tried for grand larceny and fraud. Pros-
ecutors had accused him, or a company
he was associated with, of working with
the Genovese crime family in a scheme
involving subcontractors. Back in ‘87, the
trial was in all the papers.

Mr. Donovan was acquitted. Along
with all the other defendants. He left the
courtroom, then asked the press: “Which
office do I go to to get my reputation
back?”

We've been watching the madness in
Washington, D.C., play out for about a
week now, and we wonder—no matter
how this judicial nomination turns out—
if the uput.mom of two people will ever
be the s: not just two. If he’s tell-
ing Lhe trut.h it won't matter. If she’s tell-
ing the truth, it won't matter. Both will
be demonized by partisans for a genera-
tion. Has anybody on the left ever forgot
the charges against Clarence Thomas?
Has anybody on the right ever forgot the
charges made by Anita Hil

A news commenlalnr/]udlcla] strate-
gist/Twitter user—apparently, for we've
never heard of him before—made news
by suggesting that the victim in this case
was mistaken, and perhaps confused
Brett Kavanaugh with another boy at the
high school who looked like him. And
named the other boy. Effectively accus-
ing another man of an attempted rape
36 years ago. One media type dedicat-
ed a whole column to this theory in The
Washington Post. So another reputation is

"The president strangely stayed out of
the fray for several days until he could

help himself no longer. Then he begnn
tweeting, questioning the woman
volved. Then, in what will be this week'
bizarre tweet from Donald Trump, wrote:
“Facts don’t matter. I go through this with
them every single day in D.C.” When this
president complains that facts no longer
seem to matter, it’s getting to be Bizarro
‘World out there.

The accuser’s attorneys have said
they'll allow their client to testify, maybe.
But the accused would have to go first.

.S. senator, Kirsten Gillibrand,
says she believes the accuser because, for
one reason, the accused hasn't asked for
an FBI investigation.

Madness.

Columnists are treating this process as
a horse race (see Jennifer Rubin nearby).
The Washington Post published a
column from a rape victim this wer
if her nightmare was an

R
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Walking in Memphis

the Mississippi Delta, said that the Delta

“begins in the lobby of the Peabody
Hotel in Memphis and ends on Catfish Row in
Vicksburg”

In1935, Cohn also said of the Peabody: “If you
stand near its fountain in the middle of the lobby

.. ultimately you will see everybody who is any-
body in the Delta.”

T'm sitting in the Peabody lobby on a Sunday
1ftemoon. and there's no place on

the four years I spent with

LhE Delta Reglonal Authority, meetings at the Pea-

‘were a regular occurrence. Trips there are

infrequent these days, so I've given myselfa birth-

day gift of a night at the hotel. There’s no agenda

other than a walk around downtown Memphis, a
visit to a favorite museum and a dinner.

‘There’s a special place in my heart for old ho-
tels, which is probably why I've written so much
about the Arlington Hotel at Hot Springs while

hoping that this Arkansas jewe
be properly polished. Its also why
our ’s summer vacation began
the tel Galvez in Galveston,
& ic along the Gulf
Coast. There’s just something about
sitting in the lobby of a historic hotel
and soaking up the atmosphere.

The original Peabody opened at
the corner of Main and Monroe
streets in downtown Memphis in 1869. Col. Rob-
ert C. Brinkley named his hotel in honor of finan-
cier George Peabody, who was a friend. Brinkley
received word of Peabody’s death just before
the hotel opened and decided to honor Peabody
rather than using the name Brinkley Hotel.

The Peabody had 75 rooms, an ornate ball-
room, a saloon and a spacious lobby. The original
Peabody closed in 1923 so Lowenstein’s Depart-
ment Store could be built at the site. The Pea-
body was replaced two years later by the current
structure on Union Avenue. Chicago architect
‘Walter Ahlschlager designed the building in the
Italian Renaissance style. The hotel opened on
Sept.1,1925.

The lobby hosted everybody from Arkansas
and Mississippi plantation owners to profession-
al gamblers. One of the live radio broadcasts on
CBS originated from there. Big bands played the
Plantation Roof and the adjoining Skyway Room.

D avid Cohn, the well-known writer from

In 1932, general manager Frank Schutt and
some friends had a bit too much to drink while
duck h in Arkansas. When they returned,

in
they put their live decoys in the lobby fountain.
The tradition of the Peabody ducks was born.

‘Hanging out in the Peabody lobby is fun, but
it’s the walk around downtown that proves most
instructive. There’s a construction boom taking
place, and it shows.

“New mvemtment in downw\vn Memphis real

$2.

fac-

tor in Kavanaugh case. Thanks to Move—
On.org, which has never moved on, some
female Hollywood stars have put out an
ad convicting the accused. Some of them
may even have read a news story about
the matter. Some political commenta-
tor named Michelle Malkin went on Fox
News the other morning to complain
about the thousands of men “falsely ac-
cused by lying women” over the years. As
if that, too, had anything in common with
this particular case.

Madness.

‘We're not sure what's more remark-
able, the hyprocisy and negligence of the
political class, or the hypocrisy and negli-
gence of the me s. On all sides.

One sentence we read this week in
a column was true: This can't be good
for the judicial nomination process. Or
Americans.
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e next few
years ifall the plans pmceed Ted Evanoff writes
for The Commercial Appeal. “It would add up to
the largest investment boom downtown since
the center city commercial dlslncl emptied out
following the 1968 assassinatios Martin Lu-
ther ng Jr. Over the last decade. mvators have
pushed back at downtown bligh
atime. The new wave promises something larger.
Each project would energize a wider swath than
the block the building stands on.”

In July, officials of the Carlisle Corp. an-
nounced that they will proceed with the $225
million One Beale project. That project revolves
around a Hyatt Centric Hotel (locations include
"Tokyo, Miami and San Francisco), a residential

arooftop da

riverfront restaurant that will be operated by well-
known chefs Andy Ticer and Michael Hudman.

“My dad had a saying that people and cities
define themselves by their buildings, and as a
native Memphian, T could not be prouder of
‘what One Beale says about our city’s
rich past and our promising future;” said Carlisle
Corp. chief executive officer Chance Carlisle.

Evanoff wrote: “Other real estate investors
have stepped in, spending more than $500 mil-
lion in total. They've renovated warehouses, the
shuttered Chisca hotel, the closed 19th-century
‘Tennessee Brewery and turned old retail stores
into fresh condo and apartment developments.
Taken together, the projects brought
new life to a forlorn end of the old
center city, particularly along Main
south of Beale near the Central Sta-
tion railroad terminal.

“Central stands two blocks from

ing’s assassination site at the Lor-

raine Motel.... The Lorraine’s rede-
velopment in 1991 into the National
Civil Rights Museum brought in
tourists and paved the way for new restaurants
and nightlife. For the first time in a century, the
center city became a desirable living area for
‘well-to-do baby boomers and men and women
in their 20s and 30s. That, in turn, spurred the
$55 million renovation now under way of Central
Station’s office tower into a boutique hotel.”

ast month, New York developers an-
nounced plans for a 26-story, 550-room
Loews Hotel downtown. Just down the

street, the long-vacant building at 100 North
Main will be renovated for condos and offices.

Kevin Kane, who heads the city’s convention
and visitors’ bureau, said: “We're taking an entire
city block, and we're bringing it to life with a lot
of activity, not just government activity. We're a
good value that has been overlooked for some
time for development opportunities.”

Kane calls Memphis “the new it city.”

“Downtown resembles an American city from
the 1940s,” Evanoff writes. “There’s nightlife, 7
million annual visitors, some 12,000 residents”

There also are lessons for Arkansas’ largest
city. In discussions about why Little Rock has
been stagnant in recent years, people point to
problems with crime and the public schools.

Memphis suffers those same problems, and it
hasnl stopped developers from betting big on
downtown. There are several positive things
taking place in downtown Little Rock, but the
fact remains that the two tallest buildings along
Miain Street (the Boyle and Donaghey buildings)
remain empty while Capitol Avenue (which
should be the state’s premier urban thorough-
fare) remains bordered by too many tacky sur-
face parking lots.

‘The area is ripe for infill development. At a
time when urban living is back in vogue and the

oper. Just look at what's happening two hours to
the east.

P,

building, an office buildis
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Young people should
serve in U.S. military

On Sept. 10, Ivan Daubenberger wrote a letter
about the young today not being able to do for
themselves because their parents do everything
for them. I have a solution to this problem.

Each and every new high school graduate
should be required to serve two years in a mil-
itary service. Which branch is their choice.
During those two years, they will learn how to
do chores like cleaning and laundry, respect for

authority (civil law and military), responsibil-
ity for themselves and others, manners, how
to dress appropriately, how to keep themselves
clean and healthy, and many other qualities their
parents neglecte
Can you imagine how nice that would be
instead of seeing them slouching, dirty-faced,
sucking on cigarettes, drugging, and stealing to
obtain drugs. And, no, I've never been in the
‘military, but I have a deep respect for those who
are currently serving or have served.
KATHLEEN R. HENSLEY
Rogers
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Slave to the lender

Lawmakers’ cozy loans should be prohibited

NWA DEMOGRAT-GAZETTE
Ic’s easy enough in reading our

old state Constitution to grasp

that its authors had some con-
cerns about the integrity of the
men (at the time) representing
the people in the Arkansas Gen-
eral Assembly.

That dusty document, from 1874,
devotes considerable language to
the setting of boundaries for state
lawmakers. For example, no person
responsible for collecting or hold-
ing public money shall be eligible
to hold a seat in either house of the
General Assembly nor any office
of trust or profit, the Constitution
says, until such time
as the money is ac-
counted for and paid
back.

In other words,
nobody in charge of
public money can
run off with a bunch
of it, then get himself elected to
the state’s Legislature.

The Constitution goes on, say-
ing nobody convicted of embez-
zlement of public money, brib-
ery, forgery or other “infamous
crimes” shall be eligible to serve
in the General Assembly or office
of trust or profit in the state. The
body’s members are empowered
to expel one of their own by a
two-thirds vote, and if the matter
at hand involves corruption, the
member’s eligibility to serve in the
House or Senate shall be ended.

Any member who receives or
consents to receive any direct or
indirect offer or promise of mon-
ey “or thing of value, testimonial,
privilege and personal advantage”
to influence his performance of
his public or official duty shall be
guilty of a felony, according to the
state Constitution.

It’s not hard at all to get the idea
that the people of Arkansas were
wary. Money can be a corrupting
influence. Arkansans have seen
ample evidence of that in the re-
cent cases against state Sen. Jon
Woods and state Rep. Micah Ne-
al, both of Springdale, and other
lawmakers in the state who have
been exposed as guilty of accept-
ing bribes or kickbacks. Arkansas
has a political corruption problem.

As the framers of that 1874 Con-
stitution clearly believed, gover-
nance demands a high standard
for ethical behavior. Lawmakers
would do well to behave so far be-
yond any question of disreputable
actions that their honor would re-
main not only intact, but unques-
tioned.

Here’s another thought about
the men and women of the Gen-
eral Assembly: We voters don’t
send them there to become part
of a fraternity. There are only 135
members of the two houses, so it's
certainly to be expected that they
get to know each other. But too
often we see evidence that law-
makers get real chummy with their
colleagues, to the point that they
seem to be a class unto themselves
within the state’s population of 3
million.

It's not that they behave like
monarchs or take on dynastic
airs. It’s more like they take on
each other as family, a bunch of
brothers, sisters and cousins will-
ing to overlook each other’s flaws
and circle the wagons when one
is threatened. Outcry over recent
public corruption scandals have
hardly arisen from the Legislature.
Indeed, much of what one hears
from lawmakers seems tinged with
a certain sympathy for those con-
victed of stealing from the public.
1t’s like having a family member
who broke bad: Yeah, maybe he did
it, but we still love him.

The thing is, Arkansans deserve
lawmakers who are completely
dedicated to representing them,
not spending their time ensuring
the bond of fraternal brotherhood

WHAT’S THE POINT?
Loans between state lawmakers
invite improper influences and
should be barred.

among members is preserved.
That’s why the recent news about
some lawmakers loaning each oth-
er money was astonishing.

On last Sunday’s front page,
readers learned that House Rev-
enue and Taxation Committee
Chairman Joe Jett, R-Success, said
he made a $16,000 loan to then-
House Speaker Jeremy Gillam,
R-Judsonia, in the fall of 2016.
Gillam has since resigned to be-
come director of governmental
affairs and external relations for
the University of Central Arkan-
sas, a state-supported college. Gil-
lam didn’t report the loan on his
required statements
of financial interest
for 2016 or 2017 un-
til a reporter con-
tacted him recently.
Gillam, when he was
speaker, did appoint
Jett to his committee
chairmanship, but Gillam denied
the loan had any influence on that.

State Rep. Charlie Collins,
R-Fayetteville, reported on a fi-
nancial report in 2016 that he
had loaned more than $12,500 to
state Rep. Nate Bell of Mena and
Bell’s wife, Phyllis, who is an aide
to Gov. Asa Hutchinson. By 2017,
that loan had apparently dropped
below $12,500 and Collins had col-
lected more than $1,000 in interest
income.

State Sen. Jim Hendren, R-Sul-
phur Springs, has said he would
look at possible changes on the le-
gality of such loans, but acknowl-
edged himself having loaned about
$4,000 in 2015 to then-state Sen.
Jake Files, R-Fort Smith. Files re-
cently pleaded guilty to federal
wire fraud, bank fraud and money
laundering charges and received
18 months in prison. His criminal
problems were linked to his strug-
gling businesses and personal fi-
nances.

The you-rub-my-back-I'll-rub-
yours atmosphere of Arkansas’
state government is already strong.
Lawmakers should end these kinds
of financial exchanges.

Both candidates for the office
of attorney general have called
for a prohibition on lending be-
tween state lawmakers, although
incumbent Leslie Rutledge said
she would not offer her own leg-
islative proposal to accomplish
that. It seems the state’s attorney
general ought to be at the forefront
of pursuing barriers to public cor-
ruption.

‘What these loans
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Buffalo ribs with Cam

new chancellor at the University of Arka

for Medical Sciences, that he wants to meet
for lunch at Little Rock’s Lassis Inn. It tells me that
he’s getting a feel for Arkansas. And it tells me
that he has good taste in food.

‘We sit at one of the tiny booths on East 27th
Street and eat fried buffalo ribs (the kind that
come from a bottom-dwelling camp, not the
four-legged king of the Great Plains). The Lassis
Inn’s famous juke box is silent, but thoroughbred
horse races are playing on television. As usual,
owner Elihue Washington Jr. has cooked the fish
perfectly.

Patterson is a nationally renowned cardiolo-
gist. If my wife complains about me having fried
fish for lunch, I can tell her with a straight face
that I was under close medical supervision.

Tassis Inn smncd in the early 1900s when
Joe and Molassis Watson began selling sandwich-
esout of the back of | rhelr home Sales
increased when fried fish wns added
to the menu. The current by
was constructed in 1931. It was muved
ashort distance in the 1960s to make
way for Interstate 30.

ey had intended to call the

esmbhshment the Watson Inn but
decided on the derivative of Molassis

t tells me a lot about Dr. Cam Patterson, the
fansas

years, Lassis s been known for more than
its fish. In the years leading up to the desegrega-
tion of Little Rock Centr: School in 1957,
Daisy Bates and other civil rights leaders held
frequent meetings at the restaurant. It became
known that Lassis Inn was one of the few safe
places where people could gather to discuss the
problems associated with segregation.”
“This was the only place” says Washil

lon. who bought the resmumm in 1989. “People

is that our state lawmakers go
down to the state Capitol to be-
come pals, which then affects their
primary duty of being representa-
tives of the people.

Arkansas lawmakers in many
cases seem to look for ways to
ethically compromise themselves.
These scenarios are not as bad an
invitation to corruption as when
new lawmaker Micah Neal, finan-
cially strapped in his personal life,
approached Jon Woods with a sim-
ple question: How do you make
money? That led to criminal of-
fenses against the public trust.

Loans aren’t criminal offenses.
They should, however, certainly be
prohibited now that they’ve come
to light. The only thing that should
influence votes in the Legislature
are strong arguments and constit-
uent viewpoints.

Conservative financial guru and
radio broadcaster Dave Ramsey of-
ten quotes the book of Proverbs’
admonition that the “borrower is
the slave to the lender.” We think
that warning applies to the men
and women who are elected to the
Arkansas General Assembly. If a
lawmaker has a master, it ought
to be the people of his or her dis-
trict, not a chamber mate in the
Legislature who can afford to loan
him money.
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We 4 having lunch on the exact date—Sept.
25—that the Little Rock Nine entered Central
High for the first time for a full day of school. That
was the day they came through the front door,
escorted by the 01t Airborne Division. Patter:
son menuons that his oldest child is a student at
itral High and is enchanted by the beauty of
Lhe building and the history that surrounds it. He
says the course ofterings are more varied than the
school she attended in New York.
In a story titled “Ode to a Catfish House
Katherine Whit

interstate in a small, royal blue building. It is the
architectural equivalent of minding your own
business, and it's hard to notice unless you're
looking for it.”

Patterson took the reins at UAMS on June
1 after four years at the Weill-Cornell Medical
Center and Komansky Children’s Hospital/New
York Presbyterian Hospital, where he was the
chief operating officer. Don't let those years in
New York fool you, and don't be fooled by the fact
that Patterson was a research fellow in Boston
for the Cardiovascular Biology Laboratory at the
Harvard School of Public Health. He's a Southern
boy, meaning that he knows how to relate to Ar-
kansans.

Patterson was raised in Mobile, \‘thCh is
about the most Southern city there kind
of place where lawyers still wear mcker in
the summer and take long Friday lunches. He
received his bachelor’s degree from Vanderbilt
University, which often is called the Harvard of
the South, and went on to earn a medical degree

NWA LETTERS
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Watson's name because they thought it sounded
better,” Revis Edmonds writes in the Encyclope-
dia of Arkansas History & Culture. “Through the

from the Emory University School of Medicine
in Atlanta and an MBA from the University of
North Carolina.

Folks as smart as Patterson do their home-
work. He was well aware of the financial diffi-

culties UAMS has experienced in recent years.
He said he applied for the job because he was
ready to return to the South and because he
considers UAMS to be “an enterprise that has
everything. We're the academic medical center
for the entire state, and we have a responsibility
for people across the state. There aren’t many
jobs like this one.”
Patterson’s wife Kristine is an in-
fectious disease specialist. The couple
three children; the oldest is 16.
Patterson says they've fallen in love
with the state. He has fished for trout
on the Little Red and White rivers. He
has floated the lower Buffalo River.

“We have eight regional campus-
es, and T'm in the process of visiting
them,” Patterson says. “I've been all over the state,
seeing it from a work perspective and a recre-
ational perspective. This is a place filled with peo-
ple who do the very best they can with what they
have. It's a good place to raise our kids.”

Patterson isn't going to memmn it, but UAMS
has been financially st ecent years by
the Legislature. Legislators fall to unda:s(and that
UAMS has a mission in all parts of a state that
rates low in most health-care statistics. With al-
most 10,300 employees, it's also one of the state’s
- leading economic engines. If Arkansas is going
to come close to reac its potential, far more
state funding for UAMS wil be required.

of Baker Kurrus, one of five candidates for

mayor of Little Rock. He said leaders in the
Capital city must lobby the Legislature on behalf
of UAMS and the University of Arkansas at Little
Rock, which also is being starved. The other can-
didates should follow his lead.

In Patterson, UAMS appears to have found a
leader who can relate to legislators when making
Lhe case for additional funding.

s isn't the first time T've been toa place
with financial challenges” he says. “Tm not
scared of challenges. We must get back to being
creative and innovative. We need fo find ways
to collaborate with other institutions across the
state. At most other academic medical centers,
you don't serve an entire state. You don't have the
opportunities we have.”

Datterson comes to Arkansas at a time when
about two-thirds of the state is losing population.
‘That means fewer doctors and fewer rural hospi-
tals. It makes the telemedicine efforts at UAMS
‘more important than ever. He tells the story of a
woman in Ozarks with whom he visited
[hic summer. She travels 45 minutes for primary

Ivmshcanmcd recently while reading a profile

Aslﬁmshmylasl rib, T think to myself that

Cam Patterson just lm it be the most important
person in Ar} it now. Let’s hope he gets
the help he needs.

e
Rex Nelson is a senior editor at the Arkansas
Democrat-Gazette.

letters@nwadg.com

Take time to secure
debris in vehicles

In the past 10 years or so traveling the high-
ways of Northwest Arkansas, debris coming
from unsecured loads from the back of var-
ious commercial vehicles have cost me one
windshield from stones/rocks, numerous tire
punctures from various bolts, screws and scrap
wood, and one hood from a flying piece of alu-
‘minum siding. And, Wednesday morning, I had
the privilege of spending an hour using a heavy

de-greaser to clean a red industrial lubricant
off the side of my vehicle because someone
couldn’t be bothered to take five minutes to
ensure everything remained in their truck. In
addition to damage, it is common to see chairs,
mattresses and all manner of lost items along
side the highway.

Are people in such a hurry to and from their
job sites or destinations that they can’t take a
couple minutes to make sure whatever is in the
back of their trucks is secured?

C.
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Can trust be restored?

Lawmakers urged to embrace higher ethical behaviors

NWA DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE

hey’re just words.
Important words, to be
sure.

Senate President Pro Tem Jim
Hendren, a senator from Sulphur
Springs near Gravette, opened
the Arkansas General Assembly’s
regular legislative session Monday
with a call to lawmakers and oth-
ers influencing state government
to behave themselves.

It might be galling to the
straight arrows among lawmak-
ers that their insti-
tutional higher-ups
feel a need to lec-
ture them about le-
gal or ethical lines
and admonishing
them to resist cross-
ing them. But as an
institution, the General Assembly
clearly needs leaders who will set
a higher standard, an expectation
of conduct conducive to transpar-
ency in government and respectful
of the responsibility given over by
the voters back home.

Let no one underestimate what
those voters have done. By elect-
ing these 135 members of the
House and Senate, they have laid
their trust upon them along with
their hopes that legislators will use
their time in the state’s hallowed
institutions wisely, effectively and,
above all, with integrity.

Men and women in those cham-
bers needed to hear, and take to
heart, what Hendren had to say.
And, he said, his words needed to
echo beyond the Senate and House
chambers where opening festivi-
ties were taking place.

“Lobbyists, business interests,
organizations and others that have
a vital role to play in our process,
you all know they can be held ac-
countable for unethical behavior
as well,” Hendren said after Su-
preme Court Justice Dan Kemp
swore him in.

Hendren, as one would expect,
stood up for his colleagues, calling
the notion that the “Legislature is
a wholly corrupt institution run
by corrupt, evil people” a lie. But
he clearly recognized a need to
address Arkansas’ latest period of
political corruption as reflected by
two years of federal investigations,
indictments and convictions of
lawmakers, lobbyists and business
people engaged in bilking taxpay-
ers.

o much of it, sadly, started
Sright here in Northwest Ar-

kansas. It has been two years
since revelations that a former
Springdale lawmaker, Micah Ne-
al, entered a guilty plea related to
accepting a kickback for funneling
state tax dollars to Springdale’s pri-
vate Christian school, Ecclesia Col-
lege. There was also the trail and
conviction of state Sen. Jon Woods,
also of Springdale. He got 18 years
in federal prison for his role in ar-
ranging or accepting kickbacks.

Jake Files, former senator of Fort
Smith, reported last year to a fed-
eral prison to serve 18 months on
wire fraud, bank fraud and money
laundering charges related to his
misuse of taxpayer dollars in his
private business.

Hank Wilkins of Pine Bluff and
Eddie Cooper of Melbourne, former
lawmakers, entered guilty pleas on
public corruption charges as well.

Just last week, former state Sen.
Gilbert Baker of Conway was in-
dicted by a federal grand jury on
corruption charges.

Hendren urged his colleagues to
begin the session with a determi-
nation that “the culture of greed
and corruption is over.”

“We will not participate in it.
‘We will not ignore it, and we will
not tolerate those who do,” he said.

Hendren no doubt recalls his
own brush with Woods. In court
documents and an interview last

WHAT’S THE POINT?
Words of cultural changes at the
state Capitol and resistance to
corruption are a great start to
affecting shifts in attitudes and
behaviors among lawmakers and
others.

fall, Hendren said Woods in a 2011
meeting sought a bribe of $10,000
or more to stay out of the way of
Hendren’s 2012 state Senate bid
in the event redistricting placed
the two men in the same district.
Hendren’s decision was to tell a
local prosecutor about it after tell-
ing Woods “he did not do business
that way,” the court documents

@
B,

id.
Woods has denied the approach,
his attorney said last year.

Hendren demonstrated integri-
ty with his refusal,
but said he decnd-
ed to “run my race”
and not pursue the
Woods matter fur-
ther when authori-
ties asked if he was
willing to wear a
recording device to document
‘Wood’s alleged offer.

“The lhmg that stuck this in-
delibly in my mind was when
[Woods] said, ‘this is the way it's
done,’ that this sort of thing hap-
pens in politics all the time. That
is the culture we have to change,”
Hendren recalled last September.

Changing culture very well
might require going the extra mile
to ferret out and prosecute those
who would enrich themselves
through the power of elective of-
fice. “No tolerance” is a very high
bar, one we believe all lawmakers
should embrace. Hendren's words
Monday reflected that even if his
follow-through in 2011 fell short.

re there more indictments,
Agunlty pleas or convictions

to come? It would not be a
surprise. Hendren, and Speaker of
the House Matthew Shepherd of
El Dorado, devoted themselves on
Day One of the legislative session
to calling for integrity in public
service.

“Unfortunately, the work the
Legislature is charged with doing
has been overshadowed for sev-
eral years by mistakes, misdeeds,
corruption and even illegal actions
by a small ... group of our former
colleagues,” Hendren said. “These
activities were actions of greed,
dishonesty and selfishness. The be-
havior was a betrayal of their duty
to their constituents, a betrayal to
their oath of office, and a betrayal
to their colleagues and the institu-
tion of the Arkansas Senate.

“While we cannot change the
events that occurred, we can learn
from them and we can certainly
control the events that happen
during the year forward,” he said.

Yes, these are important words.
But they are just words, appropri-
ate for inaugurating a new legisla-
tion session. What matters now is
how those involved in state gov-
ernment apply them in small de-
cisions as well as major ones. The
call for integrity applies not just
to criminal acts, but transparency
in the political process — a lack
of secrecy about who is pushing
certain legislation and why or a re-
sistance to creating more exemp-
tions in open government laws.
It is, after all, in secrecy that the
seeds of political corruption can
be planted and nurtured.

Lawmakers can tighten down
the ethical rules by which they and
other influencers working to affect
public policy should operate.

Speeches are a great start, giving
voice to the urgency to act and to
change attitudes at the state Cap-
itol and throughout government.
‘What will matter a great deal more
are the changes lawmakers can
and should make to ensure ethical
and legal violations are met with
serious repercussions.

The culture won’t change be-
cause Hendren or anyone else says
it should. For that to happen requires
ethical behavior day in and day out,
in big and small matters, in the ser-
vice to the people of Arkansas.
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Scandals hurt lawmakers’ work

Corruption stains institutions’ service to voters

s Arkansas lawmakers get to work this
week, they face an ambitious agenda
from second-term Gov. Asa Hutchinson

and more than a few challenges, including some

that come courtesy of former colleagues.
‘This legislative session convened in the wake

Brenda
Blagg

of scandal that has seen i of several
lawmakers and lobbyis

For a long two years, they have dominated
the headlines.

The latest came just days ago as a federal
grand jury indicted a former lawmaker/lobbyist
in connection with bribing a judge.

Other charges arose out of a scheme in-
volving lawmakers’ direction of state grant
funds to certain recipients in exchange for
kickbacks.

Some of the lawmakers and lobbyists pleaded
guilty or were convicted. Others await tri:

“They are barely more than a handful of the
135 state lawmakers who hold these positions of

rust at any one time. But they've m1de the jol
harder for those who serve now.

For all the lawmakers — newly seated and
returning — who weren't party to such schemes
or any of the other misconduct that got their
colleagues in trouble, the challenge is to restore
public confidence in this Legislature.

To their credit, the current legislative leader-
ship has already begun that work.

The state Senate, led by its new president pro
tempore, Jim Hendren, R-Sulphur Springs, has
changed its own rules on ethics and conflict of
interest and has taken steps toward more trans-
parency in day-to-day operations.

Hendren underscored the message on Mon-
day as the Senate convened.

“Let us begin the session of the General
Assembly today with a determination that the
culture of greed and corruption is over.” he said.
“We will not participate in it, we will not ignore
it and we will not tolerate those who do.”

On the other end of the Capitol, House Speak-
er Matthew Shepherd encouraged state repre-
sentatives to focus on their constituents. He, too,
has made the point that lawmakers must rebuild
public trust in the institut uon

Lawmakers do intend to ew eth-
ics legislation to back up their leaders” pledges.
Their success in rehabilitating the legislative
image will depend as much, however, on how
they go about their work.

NWA LETTERS

‘Their plates will be full as Hutchinson sets
out his second-term agenda. It includes cutting
the state’s top income tax rate and raising mini-
‘mum teacher salaries at the same time the state
is searching for fundmg for highways and other
needs.

“The governor is also calling for reorganization
of state government to reduce the number of
departments answering directly to him to just 15,
compared to the 42 that do so now. He expects
no resulting job losses but anticipates better ef-
ficiency in operations.

ers also must address again funding
for the state’s Medicaid expansion program.

‘The good news is that Gov. Hutchinson and the
legislative leaders don’t expect a fight this time
around, even though continued funding will again
require a three-fourths vote in both chambers.

The program purchases private insurance
for low-income residents with state and federal

funds.

‘With federal approval, the state instituted a
controversial work requirement that has been
challenged in court.

Nearly 17000 Arkansans lost coverage due to
‘non-compliance. That’s a troubling development
the lawsuit is intended to address.

Even if a federal judge should stop enforce-
ment of the provision, the governor and the
Senate and House leaders don’t anticipate re-
newed efforts to defund Medicaid expansion.

If they are right, that alone will help move
this session along. Those federal dollars figure
heavily in the Hutchinson’s overall budget plans
for the state.

And those are but a few of the challenges
awaiting this year's lawmakers.

None of it is ever particularly easy.

This year, with that stain of corruption left by
a relative few former lawmakers and lobbyists,
the job is just that much harder.

Brenda Blagg is a freelance columnist and long-
time journalist in Northwest Arkansas. Email her at
brendajblagg@gmail.com.
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Reopen government, but
forget money for the wall

The Senate needs to reopen the government
by passing the clean funding bill that passed the
House on Jan.

Given that Sennte leader Mitch McConnell
refuses to bring that bill to the floor for a vote,
any other legislation should be opposed until
guwmmm s reopened.

T oppose any tax dollars going to this racist,
xenophobic border wz the
same bill that unanimously passed less than a
‘month ago, and it's the president who has thrown
a wrench in the works to pander to his base. It
is an outrage that 800,000 federal workers are
being held hostage, national parks are filling with
trash and human waste, not to mention the un-
told ripple effects outside of federal employment.

Our senators voted for this bill in December,
as was right. They need to insist that government
be reopened before considering any further leg-
islation.

DORIS HEADLEY
Springdale

In national leadership,
how low can we go?

There is a segment of our society that con-
tends the current administration is an embarrass-
ment in the international community. I submit
that the ability to embarrass America is not ex-
clusive to one side of the aisle or the other.

In the spring of 1999 my wife and I were
traveling in Isracl. While in Jerusalem, we were
taking a taxi to the Old City. The taxi driver asks
us “Where are you from?” We answered “The
United States, HL burst out laughing and said
“Monica Lewin:

Tt should also be Very interesting to observe
how the incoming congressmen and women con-
duct themselves. Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
defends Rep. Rashida Tlaib’s inappropriate and
offensive language directed at the president. Ap-
parently she believes one’s poor behavior can

be ustiied by others’ poor behavior. Perhaps

they have decided to forgo the maxim Michelle

Obama adopted as a principle of behavior,

“When they go low, we go high and replaced it
with “When they go low, we go lower.”

RICHARD SUTTON

Garfield

Fort Smith must support
tax for marshals museum

‘The United States Marshal Service was ap-
pointed by President George Washington in 1789,
It was the first national law enforcement agency
in America.

Reflecting upon how the museum landed
in Fort Smith, I remember when many, many
towns and cities wanted this national treasure.
Fort Smith citizens, with all of their enthusiasm,
telephoned, wrote letters, used social media and
personal visits to several locations to express
their sincere desire to locate a national museum
in Fort Smith on the banks of the river facing the
outlaw territory.

Fort Smith again showed the pride our citi-
zens displayed on many other occasions.

It seems that the powers-to-be recognized it
was the very foundation of Fort Smith area her-
nage ‘They recognized that the museum will be:

An educational tool for all school children
nnd all ages.

2. Anothe( example of our nationally recog-
nized heritage as a key western town.

3. A way to jump-start the riverfront devel-
opment, which will aid every single person and
entity in the region.

e vote Mzrch 12 for the marshals museum is
not for a normal, sleepy museum. It is a museum
chock full of heroes from the past, heroes today
who pursue danger throughout the world to bring
bad, bad people to justice. And in the future might
chase bad guys into outer space, like “Star Wars.”

"To be certain, it is a temporary tax (nine
months certain). But it is for a noble purpose.

Please just do it! Vote yes for one cent invest-
ment and let’s move forward.

RICHARD J. UDOUJ
Fort Smith



