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Ask right question
to get good answer

My house is awash in a sea of decorations. 
My wife has gone on a binge with the lights 
and garlands and little trees and whatnot. Ev-
ery flat surface invites more.

And she’s not done yet.
We haven’t had this much Christmas fancy 

since the year our house was on the Holiday 
Homes Tour. And frankly, it’s getting so it has 
more decorations than most of the houses on 
the tour this year. 

Cynthia started with the outside lights. I was 
gone that day. We’d gotten the boxes and bins 
down from the garage attic the day before. 

By the time I got home that night, she had 
most of the bushes in the front yard covered. 
I pitched in to help fill some holes, but the 
job was pretty much done. Next day, she was 
out stringing more white lights on the corner 
bushes. You’d think three strings each would 
be enough, but they are big bushes. 

Then she replaced the rope lights I’d put on 
the front walk with C7 lights. I’m not sure why, 
but they do look better. She even put lights on 
the dried-up mum plants.

The next time I came home, she was on a 
ladder, using a long pole and a hook to string 
lights on what we still call “the little cedar 
tree.” We discovered the tree 10, 12 years ago, 
growing at the corner of the old garage. The 
guy who tore the garage down saved her in a 
coffee can, and we planted her between the 
back and side yards.

While she’s still our little cedar, she’s close 
to 20 feet today. Getting lights up there is a 
chore, and Cynthia was not having much luck. 
Most of them sorta fell into a clump. I prom-
ised to get out and help fix them, but we went 

to Lawrence to see our son’s new house in-
stead. 

Cynthia was not deterred, however. She just 
moved indoors. The next week, she started 
with the tree, then decorated the mantle. That 
involves moving all the hardback books stored 
there and replacing them with little trees. Then 
she puts all our Christmas cards among the 
little fake evergreens.

She cleared out the fireplace, hauling the 
logs we never burn and the heavy iron fire 
basket to the garage. Swept and cleaned, the 
fireplace is ready for the big ceramic Nativity 
set whenever she gets another day.

Then she turned her attention again to the 
tree, an artificial one my mom bought years 
ago. I thought it was looking a little peaked, 
but a friend came in and asked if was a real 
tree. Go figure. 

She festooned it with lights and ornaments 
and tinsel, then wrapped all the packages and 
put them under it, along with the three leather 
camels from Tunisia, including the big one 
named Sweeney, and the alligator she found in 
the tree. (See her column last week for an ex-
planation.) For good measure, or to complete 
the tableau, Molly, the diabetic cat, took up 
residence under the tree, too.

Then Cynthia started looking for flat surfac-
es. She cleared off the top of her cedar chest 
and filled it with my old oil lanterns, white 
fluff and Christmas lights. I had to fix the 
string, but it was the least I could do. Then she 
covered the top of the old ice box that serves 
as our liquor cabinet and strung lights across 
it and three houseplants taking refuge in the 
dining room. 

Not done yet, she moved to the kitchen, 
where I’d just completed the finish on the in-
side of the new bay window. She filled that in 
a flash with a little tree, a lantern, garland and 
lights.

Then she was on to the “TV” room upstairs, 
where I’d mostly cleared off the antique table 
by the windows. I’m not sure what happened 
to the pile of stuff I hadn’t figured out what to 
do with yet. Maybe it just got covered in fluff 
and lights. I’m sure I’ll find it come spring. 

One good thing about all this: When I have 
to get up in the middle of the night, I can see 
what I’m going to trip over. Most of the rooms 
have lots of lights, and those that don’t bask 
in the glow from the bushes and the cedar tree 
outside. You could read a book in a couple of 
those rooms.

The scary part is, she’s not done. She’s still 
got to put out that Nativity set and probably 
string lights and fluff all around it. If we’re 
lucky, she’ll finish before Epiphany, when it’s 
time to put all the lights and wreaths away.

Steve Haynes is president of Nor’West News-
papers. When he has the time, he’d rather be 
reading a good book or casting a fly.

Decorating bug has hit Haynes house

This year, Kansas will spend about $3.2 bil-
lion on Medicaid. With the new KanCare pro-
gram, the state hopes to save about $1 billion 
over five years.

Within KanCare, Kansas has awarded con-
tracts to three Managed Care Organizations 
– Amerigroup, based in Virginia Beach, Va.; 
Centene, based in St. Louis; and United Health 
Care, based in Minnetonka, Minn. Each is 
charged with building a statewide network of 
providers for the full range of Medicaid ser-
vices. 

Starting in January, each company will be 
assigned a proportional share of the Kansans 
in Medicaid, representative of different re-
gions, age groups and populations, including 
people with disabilities, the elderly and low-
income children. The groups have three-year 
KanCare contracts.

One way to measure the financial perfor-
mance of these firms is to determine how much 

of its revenue is used to pay for health-care 
services. This is known as the health benefits 
expense ratio. Each of the three firms selected 
for KanCare contracts reported a ratio as part 
of its financial report to the U.S. Securities and 
Exchange Commission.

These three companies’ ratios range from 81 
cents to 85 cents of every premium dollar go-
ing to pay for services. The remainder is used 
for administrative costs and company profit. 
Kansas did not specify a specific ratio these 
companies must achieve during the three-year 

contract.
Nursing homes that have not contracted 

with a care manager may continue to have res-
idents’ bills paid for up to a year, so the resi-
dents won’t be tossed out if they are living in 
a facility that isn’t now a contracted provider 
with any of the three.

Statewide meetings will be starting soon, 
and there will be an attempt to answer the 
many questions Kansans have about this new 
program. I have volunteered to serve on a leg-
islative oversight committee if there is a deci-
sion to have one.

Ward Cassidy of St. Francis, a retired school 
principal and teacher, is the state representa-
tive for the 120th District, covering Decatur, 
Cheyenne, Rawlins, Wallace and Sherman 
counties and the northwest part of Thomas, in-
cluding Colby. Send e-mails to ward.cassidy@
house.ks.gov.

Identifying the exact problem is the key to solving it, just 
as asking the right question is the key to getting the precise 
answer. With that in mind, officials have a clear path toward 
reducing the number of provisional ballots cast in Douglas 
County – and presumably across the state.

Eliminating voter registration is not the solution.
The topic apparently churns its way to the surface as a result 

of the canvass of votes following November’s general elec-
tion. Many provisional ballots were cast by Kansans who ei-
ther showed up at the wrong polling place or whose names 
were not on the official list.

Douglas County Clerk Jamie Shew, who, by the way, runs 
a pretty efficient election process, said many of those voters 
thought they had registered when they were electronically pro-
cessing driver’s license information, although in many cases 
the information was not transferred from the Department of 
Revenue to the county. 

(People who have a Kansas driver’s license are to notify the 
department within 10 days of any change in their address. This 
can be done over the Internet, and the process contains a step 
that supposedly enables voters to notify their county election 
office of this change so that their voter registration information 
is updated. Officials concede that even when the process is 
done on paper, problems have occurred.)

The Revenue Department’s computer software change this 
year has been blamed for many problems encountered by peo-
ple trying to register their vehicles, but the trouble with the 
online change of address was a problem before the computer 
switch.

The department’s ability to process and transfer information 
will become even more important after the first of the year, 
when people registering to vote in Kansas for the first time will 
be required to show proof of citizenship. The department will 
be required to confirm drivers’ citizenship or legal residency 
status and share that information with election offices.

Douglas County Commission Chairman Mike Gaughan gets 
credit for a creative proposal to address the trouble, asking 
whether it’s possible to eliminate voter registration altogether 
now that Kansans must present photo IDs at the polling place. 
Others apparently share that line of thought.

One who doesn’t is Secretary of State Kris Kobach, who 
points out that many forms of photo ID accepted at polling 
places don’t contain all the information gathered in the reg-
istration process, including an individual’s address, which is 
needed to make sure that the person is at the correct polling 
place. He also noted that IDs do not verify whether a person is 
a convicted felon ineligible to vote. These are legitimate con-
cerns.

If the situation arises from the revenue department’s soft-
ware or the process being used to transfer information, then 
the obvious answer is to fix the software or mend the process 
and somehow close the loop so that verification is provided. 
That’s a much clearer and more direct attack on the problem 
than eliminating registration – and unnecessarily inviting other 
problems. 

Fix the problem, folks! Make the process reliable.
– The Lawrence Journal World, via the Associated Press
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