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commentary

from our viewpoint...

Officials appear better
at giving public access

Kansasnewspapershavebeen recheckingresultsfromacompliance
audit of the state Open RecordsAct run morethan ayear ago.

Theresultsaren'tinyet—they’ll bedetailedinstorieslaterinall the
cooperating newspaper — but they appear to be alot better than those
fromtheoriginal survey.

So good, infact, that you' d almost think somebody had warned the
sheriffsand school officesthat reporterswere coming.

That's OK, though.

Whenthesurvey, whichbecameknownastheA ccessProject, started,
theideawasto seewhat would happen if someonewalked into public
agenciesin every Kansas county and asked to see recordsthat, while
sensitive, are by law open to any citizen.

Reporterswho were not known intheoffice, often from out of town,
weresent to ask for specific publicrecords. Theideawasthat for afair
test, the person asking for the records should be not afriend, but a
stranger.

Theresultsthenwereinteresting. Citiesand county clerksgenerally
provided the records. Their compliancerate, though not perfect, was
good.

School district offices posted aless enviable record when asked for
therecords showing an administrator’ ssalary. Most complied, but not
enough. Chalk it uptotheparanoiaschool soften haveabout personnel
records, though under the law, salaries are public information.

Sheriffs, asagroup, flunked thetest. Though you’ d think that offic-
ersswornto uphold thelaw would be the best at following it, lawmen
tendto besecretiveand suspicious. They spendtheir daysdealingwith
theworst el ementsof society, criminals, drug deal ersand other lowlife.
Maybeit'stough to betrusting in that environment.

Atany rate, thesheriffs peopleweresuspiciousof thesnoopy people,
sometimes even abusive. One was detained until she finally had the
undersheriff of asouthern Kansas county call her editor. Many were
checked in the computer or questioned.

Andthat’s not what should happento acitizentryingtolook at ale-
gally open public record, in this case, the last injury accident in the
county.

Whatever the reason, things seem al ot better thisyear when report-
ersfanned out to recheck those who failed to follow the law last time.
Maybeit wasthe publicity surrounding thelast survey. Maybethefact
that the L egislaturetoughened the Open RecordsAct last year. Maybe
theword wasout.

That’'s not bad, if it means that more and more public agencies are
aware of the Open RecordsAct and willingtofollow it. That, after all,
wasonepurposeof theinitial survey andthefollow up. Whatever hap-
pened, it seemsto beworking.

And al Kansans who care about how their government runs, city,
county, school and state, arethe winners. — Steve Haynes

PS: It’ d be wrong not to mention the fact that the vast majority of
public agencies did comply with the law, especially city and county
offices, but schoolsand sheriffsaswell. Thatisthereal story, of course,
the good guys who know and follow the law without any prompting.
They arethe majority.
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| would do things differently if | had a chance

| don’t know about you, but I' m still thinking
about mothering.

It struck me funny that we honor mothersin
May, and marriagesin June.

That’s kind of like our world has become.
Motherhood before marriage.

By thecalendar, my birthday camebeforemy *

parents’ anniversary date. My mother was ap-
palledtohear metell afriendthat | wasborntwo
weeksbefore my folksweremarried. (Of course
| failed to also mention that | wasthethird child
inamarriage that began well before the birth of
my older siblings.)

Nowadays, wearen’t evenbothered by thefact
that babiescomeout of wedlock. Not exactly so-
cia progress.

Continuing my warpedtrain of thought today,
| must mention that we honor fathersin June,
hopefully not as an afterthought.

Last week | mentioned | woulddosomethings
differently if | had a chance to go back to my
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“mothering” days.

Dolores Curran puts into words many of my
thoughts:

“It'snottoolatetotell our kidswe' resorry, that
we meant well, that what we did, we did out of
love, and that we parented the best way we knew
how. If | wereto re-parent these samechildren, |
wouldrelax and enjoy themmore. | would accept
God's basic and wonderfully unique design of
each instead of trying to form theminto my im-
age of aperfect child. | wouldn’t over-react to
normal albeit frustrating childhood behaviors. |
wouldallow themto show moreanger andtodis-

agreewith memore.

“1 would pressure them less. | would let therr
enjoy being children rather than seeing them as
pre-matureadults. | wouldn’ t hasslethem somuck
about messy roomsand eating peasbeforedessert.

“I"dsay, ‘I’'msorry,” and‘l’munsure,” and ‘1’ v
human,” more often. | wouldn’t try to bein con-
trol all thetime,and I’ dbesillier. |’ dtell themofter
how rich my life was because of them.”

I think | did apretty good job of parenting, con-
sidering how young | was, andthat circumstances
forced meinto single-parenthood.

| wanted themto havethebest lifepossible, anc
| didwhat | thought was necessary for that.

I’m not sorry | took them to church. | still be-
lievethat faithin God isessential to afull life.

They areall wonderful children, parenting ter-
rific families of their own.

Hopefully, they areunderstanding mebetter as
they meet the challenges of parenthood and ag-

ing.

Medicare fight may revive dead Bush plan

Initially dismissed asdead onarrival, President
Bush's plan for a state-based prescription drug
benefit could berevived beforethe2002 Congres-
sional elections.

The $46 billion, five-year “immediate hel ping
hand” proposal for low-income seniors could re-
emergeif, asseemslikely, moreambitiousRepub-
lican plans for full-scale Medicare reform get
bogged down in partisan warfare.

Along with tax cuts, the budget, trade and en-
ergy, Medicareislikely to be one of themost con-
tentiousissues of the 107th Congress— and one
of themost political. Seniorsareakey swing vot-
ing group that hasbeen leaning Republicaninre-
cent elections, though most seniors supported
Democrat Al Gorein 2000.

Democrats and Republicans differ profoundly
on practically everything about the system except
thefactsthat itisdestined to go brokeand that se-
niorswant adrug benefit.

Just after taking office, Bush proposed “Help-
ing Hand” asan interim program whilefull-scale
Medicarereform was put into place.

It wasimmediately written off asdead by both
partiesand by anal ystsbecausegovernors—even
Republicans — don’'t want the responsibility of
running it and becauseit seemed Congresswould
want the credit for giving seniors afederal drug
benefit.

However, it may beimpossiblefor Republicans
to push a market-based overhaul of Medicare
through Congress — particularly the Senate —
before the next election.

Ways and Means Chairman Bill Thomas, R-
Cdlif., wantsto bringaMedicarereform-drug bill
to thefloor beforethe August recess.

He'sproved adept at getting what hewants, but
hisaimiscomplicated by ademand from Energy
and CommerceChairmanBilly Tauzin, R-La.,for
jurisdiction over parts of Medicare.

In the Senate, Finance Chairman Chuck
Grassley, R-lowa, also wantsto passareformbill
thisyear, and committee members John Breaux,
D-La, and Bill Frist, R-Tenn., are refining mea-
suresthey’ veintroduced in the past.

However, passing a Medicare bill will require
60votesintheSenate, and mainlineDemocratsand
Republicans differ on money, coverage and phi-
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losophy — that is, on practically everything.

Democratsfavor astand-al oneprescriptiondrug
benefit costing $500 billion over 10 years that
would pay 50 percent of al seniors' drug costsre-
gardless of their incomes.

Bush'’sbudget containsjust $156 hillion spread
out over 10 yearsfor Medicarereform, including
Helping Hand. He is aso planning to spend an
unspecified sum from an $860 billion “contin-
gency fund” thatisal sosupposedtopay for defense
increases, emergencies and Social Security re-
form.

Under theso-called Breaux-Frist11 bill that Bush
favors, all seniorswould havethe option to get a
Medicare drug benefit, but subsidies would be
availableonly to lower-income seniors.

Thebiggest disagreement of al isover Medicare
reform. Democratsfundamentally wanttokeepthe
system asit is and add money to it. Republicans
(and Breaux) consider it a bureaucratic relic that
hasto be reformed.

They point out that the agency administering
Medicare, the Health Care Finance Administra-
tion, has 130,000 pages of regulations — four
timesthe bulk of the Internal Revenue Code.

HCFA cantakeuptofiveyearstodecidewhether
topay for anew medical device, andit sets11,000
reimbursement rates for various medical proce-
duresin the nation’s 8,000 counties.

Doctors can't ask patients to pay more than
HCFA alows, so many won't see Medicare pa-
tients. To see aphysical therapist requiresavisit
toaphysician'soffice— verified by abill —and
additional expensivevisitstokeeptherapy going.
Phonecall consultationsaren't allowed.

If aprescription drug benefitisadded totheex-
isting system, Bush administration officials say,
HCFA and Congress would micromanage medi-
cine, deciding which drugs are covered and how
much should be charged for them.

24 hour relay canceled for June

Dear Community and 24 Hour Relay Helpers:

The 24 Hour Relay Committee wants to thank
all of thelocal businesses and community mem-
bersfor its support for the safety of our youth
throughout aweekend of fun in anon-alcohalic,
violenceanddrugfreeenvironment. Weregret that
we are not going to be able to conduct the Relay
thisyear, duetocomplicatingfactors. Wewill start
the planning process for 2002 next fall and hope
to havealot of support from thecommunity once
again. We need volunteers to make this event a
successand would welcome anyoneinterested to
please, contact the high school. We will publicly
notify thecommunity whenweareready tobegin
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this process. Thisistruly a process that takes
months of planning and all support iswelcome.
There is no better way to show support for our
kids than through positive interaction with them.
Wehavemany great kidswhogo unrecognizedand
thisisawonderful way to get to know them.
24 Hour Relay Commiittee

The Breaux-Frist proposal gives seniors the
choiceof sticking with theexistingMedicareplar
or choosingamong privateinsuranceplans, asfed-
eral employeesunder theFederal EmployeeHealtr
Benefits System do.

But Democrats contend that private insurers
won'’t cover seniors— who tend to require medi-
cal treatment more often than under-65 citizens—
without exorbitant subsidies, or “bribes.”

There's also avast difference between partie:
over howto containdrug costs. Republicansoppose
government price controls and want competing
private entitiesto bargain with drug companiesor
behalf of seniors.

Although Democratsdonot advocatedirect gov-
ernment price controls, Republicansand the phar-
maceutical industry say that would bethe effect of
Democraticproposals. Democratsaccusethe GOF
of putting theinterestsof drug companiesahead of
those of seniors.

Thevast differencesprobably will block compre
hensivereforminthisCongress, creating pressure
among Republicansto present some achievemen
to senior voters.

Onealternativeisadrug benefit with modest —
or even cosmetic— reform. That would constitute
aDemocratic victory.

The other dternative is the Helping Hand pro-
posal. Democratswouldresistit, possibly prevent:
ingitfrom passing. But at |east Republicanscoulc
gointothenext el ection sayingthey tried toaccom:-
plish something.

Morton Kondracke is executive editor of Roll
Call, the newspaper of Capitol Hill.
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