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State can’t forget
U.S. Highway 36

Mallard
Fillmore
• Bruce Tinsley

By Thomas D. Rowley 
You’ve seen the ads. The guy with the cell

phone repeating ad nauseam “Can you hear me
now?”

Well, it’s time for rural America to ask that
question of our elected representatives. “Can
you hear us now?” 

For decades, the answer to that question has
ranged from a tepid “not really” to a resounding
“no.” Understandably.

In the past, rural interests-diverse as they
are—have spoken with disjointed, and at times
competing, voices. They have also been domi-
nated by agriculture with a capital A–-not the
small family farms that most of us care about and
yet which receive little help, but the big com-
modity growers that grab the lion’s share of fed-
eral farm assistance. Fortunately, change is
afoot. 

For starters, big agriculture’s domination is
waning. Thanks to the current round of interna-
tional trade discussions and ongoing media cov-
erage, we now know just how broken U.S. agri-
cultural policy is. It violates our international
agreements. It jeopardizes trade in other sectors.
It fails many who need assistance in favor of
those who don’t. (I think former NBA star Scot-
tie Pippen can get by without his U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture check; don’t you?)

However, loosening Big Ag’s grip on all
things rural will not, by itself, result in better
policies or more money for rural America. If you
think nature abhors a vacuum, watch Washing-
ton. Groups are lining up left and right, salivat-
ing at the thought of funds being freed up when
Congress rewrites the Farm Bill this fall. (Even
though most of the funds will likely go toward

deficit reduction.) Therefore, it’s crucial for
Americans who want rural communities to pros-
per to all sing from the same page. Enter, the
Campaign for a Renewed Rural Development.

Unveiled at an April press conference, the
campaign brings together 28 national organiza-
tions to, as campaign sparkplug and National
Association of Counties President Colleen
Landkamer put it, “raise one united rural
voice…” Specifically, the campaign
(ruralcampaign.org) seeks a Farm Bill that re-
verses the long trend of declining federal dol-
lars to rural communities.

It calls for a bill that invests in the basics
needed to survive and thrive in today’s world–-
infrastructure; entrepreneurship; health care and
broadband Internet. To get it, the campaign is
mobilizing the networks of its 28 member orga-
nizations. They represent both urban and rural
interests; state and local officials; community
and economic development practitioners; health
care professionals; educational institutions;
energy cooperatives; entrepreneurs; sustainable
agriculture producers and others.  

Members of Congress on hand for the event
offered their support. 

“Your cause is my cause,” said Senator Tom
Harkin. “You have my pledge that I intend to do
everything in my power as Ag Chairman to get
a new farm bill with the strongest possible boost
to rural development.” 

Senator and presidential candidate Hillary
Clinton called for “real progress” in rural devel-
opment and talked about the rural investment bill
she authored. Such words are nice; but money
is better.

Referring to the last Farm Bill when much of
the rural title was never funded, Landkamer said,
“We’re hoping this time that it’s not just put in,
but that it’s appropriated.”  

That of course, raises the big ugly question:
where will the money come from? A question
the campaign wisely dodges to avoid the inevi-
table fights it creates. If it suggests getting
money from the commodity title, Big Ag erupts.
Never mind House Ag Committee member John
Barrow’s astute observation that,

“If we don’t invest in educational opportuni-
ties, in health care initiatives for rural commu-
nities, we’re going to be starving the rural com-
munities that literally grow the farmers that grow
our food.”

If it hints at adjusting community develop-
ment block grant formulas, which favor urban
areas, the cities bolt. So for now, the campaign
focuses on the importance of investment and
leaves the money question for another time,
another place. Unify first; find the money later. 

As Landkamer said, “We’re all in this to-
gether. Understanding that, working together
and speaking with one voice makes all the dif-
ference in the world.” 

Congress, can you hear us now? If you can,
then, to borrow another rural phrase, “git-r-
done.” 

— Thomas D. Rowley is a Rural Policy Re
search Institute (RUPRI) fellow. The Rural
Policy Research Institute provides objective
analysis and facilitates public dialogue con-
cerning the impacts of public policy on rural
people and places. www.rupri.org. Distributed
by minutemanmedia.org.

I wish I had a crystal ball to tell me a few things
about the Aug. 14 mail ballot election in Sheridan
County.

The election is set so some 1,500 registered
voters, like me, can decide whether or not to give
the hospital, nursing home and clinic an addi-
tional $225,000 a year for improvements and
equipment.I’m already dolling out part of a
$325,000 pie.

The problem is property valuations on which
taxation is based have not been set yet so I don’t
know how big the next pie needs to be.

County Clerk Paula Bielser told me initial fig-
ures show the county has lost about $2 million
dollars in oil and gas lease values. That means
taxpayers will need to pick more “fruit” for next
year’s pie.

 I do know based on initial calculations from
county officials, if the measure passes a $50,000
homeowner will have to cough up $40 more in
tax dollars. And farmers would have to dig into
their wallets for another $30 dollars for each
quarter of dryland.

County Appraiser David Stithem told me there
are too many variables to tell how much taxes
would go up on irrigated land. He said it all de-
pends on the size of the plot of land, the size of
the irrigation system and the size of the well.
Whew, I don’t want his job.

Trustees believe they need the additional
$225,000 to maintain and upgrade the complex.
County commissioners Keith Kennedy, Ron
Schamberger and Doyle Kauk approved a mail
ballot election.But the election may catch voters
off guard if they don’t do their homework.

As a voter, a crystal ball might let me know if
my taxes go up will it be enough to keep a hos-
pital, medical clinic and nursing home in town?
A crystal ball might show me if the measure does
not pass how long Sheridan County will have
medical services as they are known today.

I want to know whether it’s cost effective to
buy equipment and do improvements to the now
50-plus year old complex. How long would it
take to recoup the costs? Will paying more tax
dollars keep these services for the long haul or
is it throwing money down the drain?

Already standing at 8.164 mills, the county
could jack the rate another 1.836 mills to the
authorized 10 mill currently on the books. If the
measure passes on Aug. 14, Sheridan County
will have 18 mills on the books for a hospital,
medical clinic and nursing home. Wow, that’s a
lot of mills. But how much is a mill worth if one
needs a ride to the nearest hospital during a heart
attack or after an accident?

I don’t know anyone who during a heart at-
tack has asked the attending emergency medi-
cal technician or doctor,

“How many mills am I paying for that defibril-

lator?”
When is the last time  you went to the doctor

and before picking up the phone to make the
appointment thought, “How much will my tax
dollars increase if I go and see if this lump is
cancer?”

If taxpayers don’t do their homework and
talk to county commissioners, trustees of
Sheridan County Health Complex, the county
clerk, county appraiser and anyone else that’s
smarter than me about tax dollars they might
come up short next time they are ill.

I’m doing my research, and while I’ll never
tell whether I plan to vote ‘yea’ or ‘nay,’ it’s im-
portant not to throw the baby out with the
bathwater by sitting idle.

I do not want to end up living in a county that
does not have a hospital. But on the other hand,
I want accountability for how my tax dollars
are being spent.

 I’m hearing a lot of gripes and complaining
about the local health care facility, and while I
listen to those speaking, I always urge research,
research, and more research.If the measure to
provide the complex its current $325,000 plus
another $225,000 does not pass, I’m afraid
Sheridan County will end up with a glorified
band-aid box or no box at all.

And while I’ve never been toted anywhere
in an ambulance, I do know it’s a long way to
Colby or Hill City. And it’s even longer during
a blizzard.

Now where’s that crystal ball?
— Jan Katz Ackerman is a reporter for the

Colby Free Press

By Steve Haynes
The U.S. Highway 36 Association is coming down to the wire on

its plan to have a corridor study done on the economic impact of
widening and improving the road from St. Joseph to St. Francis.

The group hopes to raise $50,000 to finance the study, similar to
one done a couple of years ago by a group pushing improvements
on U.S. 50. They expect to show a positive return to Kansas and to
the 13 counties along the route.

The association has asked counties along the highway, from
Doniphan to Cheyenne, to ante up $2,000 each for the study and
hopes to get a grant for the rest.

So far, though, only Decatur County and a couple others have
actually put up any money. Directors plan to revisit the rest this month
as commissioners draw up their new budgets.

It is critical to get the study moving for several reasons.
One, the state already has begun studying a new transportation plan

to replace the one that expires in 2010. While the Department of
Transportation expects a gap between programs, as happened last
time, it won’t be long. The plan will be in place within a couple of
years.

And any improvements to U.S. 36 need to be in the plan.
Besides, costs are rising and there’s no certainty that, if the study

doesn’t begin next year, the counties or the association can afford it.
The U.S. 50 study showed the benefits of improving that route with

four lanes west of Hutchinson. It concluded that economic growth
would cease without a better highway.

Along the northern tier of Kansas, most counties have no idea what
“economic growth” is. Populations and economies are stagnant or
declining. Schools have to merge or close as enrollment dwindles.

Backers see a great opportunity along the road, though. Illinois
has improved about half its mileage to a freeway, known as Inter-
state 72. Across Missouri, the road now is a four-lane expressway
with only a 52-mile gap at the east end.

And four counties there voted to tax themselves to help the state
widen the road, with all the work now under contract. Missouri of-
ficials expect to have the four-lane road done by 2009, a year ahead
of schedule.

Projections show significant truck traffic on the four-lane road
within 10 years as drivers seek to bypass the hopelessly snarled high-
ways around St. Louis. Much of that traffic will have to go south
through Kansas City, though, unless Kansas takes up the standard
and starts building a better road on U.S. 36.

A wider highway could serve as a bypass for both I-70 through
Kansas City and I-80 through Omaha, backers believe, drawing traf-
fic and business to a part of rural Kansas that could use both.

If the study is done, and if taxpayers and public officials all across
the 13 counties get behind the effort.

It’s a big job, one that requires the support of everyone along the
road, but no other economic development initiative offers as much
potential return to northern Kansas.

We hope the rest of the counties get on board, and soon. — Steve
Haynes

Editor’s Note: Steve Haynes, president of Nor’West Newspapers
including the Colby Free Press  also is president of the U.S. High-
way 36 Association.
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