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commentary

from other pens...

Bush agenda cluttered
with many conflicts

Seldom has so much uncertainty been in the air, both domesti-
cally andinternationally, presenting President Bushandtheincom-
ing GOP-led Congresswith an abundance of unresolved crises.

An Iraqg war decision looms. North Korea has embarked on an
uncertain course of nuclear confrontation. Threats of terrorist at-
tacksareaworry at home and abroad. A month-old general strike
inVenezuelaisrattling oil markets. Unfinished businessremains
inAfghanistanand the Middle East.

AsBush preparesto makepublicatax cut and stimulusprogram
thisweek, investorsremain spooked by the stock markets' three-
year dive, consumer confidence is shaky and corporate earnings
uneven. Government surpluses are gone and deficits ballooning.
State governmentsare strapped.

“Basically, we' ve got amountain on our backsright now,” said
DavidWyss, chief economist for Standard & Poor’sinNew York.
“Thisisall ahugeweight on our economy.”

When Congressreconvenesthi sweek, under GOPcontrol inboth
chambers, the Senatewill haveanew majority leader: Bill Frist of
Tennessee, recently chosen to replace embattled Trent Lott, R-
Miss.

Likewise, the Bush administration has a new, untested — and
unconfirmed— economicteam. Justlast month, Bushnamed John
Snow, arailroad executive, astreasury secretary, and investment
banker Stephen Friedman asdirector of theWhiteHouseNational
Economic Council, ousting Paul O’ Neill and Lawrence Lindsey,
respectively, from those posts.

Bush also named William Donaldson, another investment
banker, to succeed Harvey Pitt as chairman of the Securitiesand
ExchangeCommission. Pitt resigned under pressureamid aseries
of corporate accounting scandals.

Friedman’'s post does not require Senate confirmation, but the
Treasury and SEC jobsdo.

Bush'sapproval ratings continue to be high— hovering inthe
60s. Much of that is based on his national security performance
and on personal attributes.

Right now, White House attention is most focused on Irag, the
continued war on terrorism, and homeland security as Bush be-
ginsthe second two yearsof histerm.

“1’m going to continue doing the job the American people ex-
pect, which isto safeguard Americaand Americans,” Bush told
reporterslatelast week near the end of atwo-week holiday break
at hisTexasranch.

But the president also is expected to emphasi ze his domestic
prioritiesashebuildshiscasefor re-election.

Bushispressingfor quick congressional actiontorestoreexpired
emergency unemployment benefits. Hewill push for health care
changes, easing prescription drug costs for the elderly, limiting
“frivolous’ lawsuits, and making it easier for religious groupsto
get federal money for charitable programs.

Notsince1973-74—withanAraboil embargo, U.S. withdrawal
from Vietnam, and the Watergate scandal — have* so many chal-
lengesfaced apresident,” GOP pollster Frank Luntz said.

“We'vea sogot aspiritual crisisinthe Catholic Church, abrew-
ing economic crisis and a stock market meltdown,” Luntz said.
Despite astock market rally at the outset of thisyear, Luntz said:
“Two words describe the political electorate today: insecure and
anxious.”

Luntz said Bush is politically well-positioned to weather the
crisesand pressadomestic agenda. “But if there’'swar with Irag,
voters don’t want ‘ compassionate conservatism,” they want fo-
cused leadership,” Luntz said.

EDITOR SNOTE—TomRaumhascovered Washingtonfor The
Associated Presssince 1973, including five presidencies.
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"YOU MUST PAY THE RENT/ T WiLL
RESTORE YOUR CONSUMER CONFIDENCE/”

Supporting education means enabling equality

A letter arrived from the foundation of our
local K-8 public schooal, asit does every year.
It askseachfamily todonateits“fair share” to
close the gap between the government fund-
ing andtheactual cost of operatingtheschool.
Thereguested donation hasclimbed eachyear;
now it's $2,500 per student, an amount that
oncecould cover theentiretuitionfor ayear at
parochial school.

Thedonation comesontop of money raised
through gift-wrap sales, scrip, aweekl ong book
fair, salesof entertainment discount booksand
an elaborate auction.

Thisiswhat public education looks like in
moreand moretownsin Californiaand across
America. Public hascometo mean parents—
parents footing the bill for art and music, for-
eign-language teachers, librarians, classroom
aides, buildingrenovations, playgrounds, com-
puters, field trips. Parent groups across the
country paid for $2 billion worth of products
andservicesfor publicschoolslast year, accord-
ingtothenational Parent Teacher Organi zation.

With a sagging economy and rising state
deficits, schools will be leaning on parents
morethan ever to cover deep budget cuts. And
parentswill continue to comethrough for the
sakeof their kids.

They shouldn’t.

At least, that'swhat | want to say. But I'll
pony up, likemany parents, becausethe clock
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isticking on my son’'s education and hecan’t
afford to wait for our politicians to come
through. Aswewriteour checksand order our
scrip, weought to consider thelong-term con-
seguences of serving asenablersof agovern-
ment that refuses to spend enough money to
ensurethat “no childisleft behind.”

Education was always supposed to be the
great equalizer. If everyone had accessto a
quality education, theneveryonehadachance
to succeed, no matter what one’sbackground
or income level. We know, of course, this
hasn’t been the case.

An achievement gap between black and
whitestudentshasbeen documented sincethe
1960s. One canreasonably blamefamily life.
One can also reasonably blame the inequity
among schools. Wealthier whitecommunities
generally have had public schoolswith more
amenities, better-qualified teachersandricher
experiencesthan poorer black communities.

Now that schools are more dependent than
ever onthefund-raising capabilitiesof parents,

thescalestipevenmoreheavily infavor of the
affluent.

Thequality of education should not depenc
onwhereachildlivesor how adeptly hispar-
entscansell cookiedoughor stageagal afund-
rai ser. When someschool shaveaccessto out-
sideresourcesand othersdon’t, wewiden the
gap betweenrichand poor districts. Wesolidify
a caste system of education that was struck
down asillegal with Brown vs. the Board of
Education nearly 50 yearsago.

Few would arguethat we' re not being good
citizens by contributing to our local schools.
Butinshowingour goodwill, we' recreating
voracious monster. The more we pick up the
tab for shortfallsin our children’s education,
the more reliant the government becomes on
thisoutsiderevenue— andthelesslikelyitwill
ever meet itsresponsibility to provide asolic
educationto every child.

As governors, superintendents and princi-
pals dlash their budgets, educational equality
— that most fundamental of American values
— seems more elusive than ever. As the
bumper sticker says, “It will be a great day
when our schoolsget all themoney they need,
andtheAir Forcehasto hold abakesaleto buy
abomber.”

Joan Ryanisa columnist for the San Fran-
cisco Chronicle. Send commentsto her e-mail
at joanryan@sfgate.com.

Sebelius undaunted by GOP’s majorities

TOPEK A—Among K athleen Sebelius' pri-
oritiesareschmoozing, privatechatsand meet-
and-greet sessions.

SebdliusisaDemocratic governor-elect in
astate with large Republican legidative ma-
jorities, somethingthat will requireher tobuild
coalitionswith GOPlawmakersto get her ini-
tiatives approved. In arecent interview, she
said building relationshipswith legislatorsin
both partiesiscrucial.

Sebeliusis confident she is ready for the
challenge and said she has the right blend of
experience as insurance commissioner and a
former Kansas House member. She's had a
quarter century of dealingswith the Legisla-
ture.

“I’ve always been a kind of legislative
groupie,” Sebeliussaid. “ I’ vebeenaroundthis
processfor yearsin Topeka, and thisiswhere
the action will befor 90 days, and | intend to
bethereand alarge part of it.”

Sebelius, 54, will be inaugurated as the
state’'s 44th governor on Jan. 13, in the midst
of the state’sworst financial crisis since per-
hapsthe Great Depression.

Outgoing Gov. Bill Graves, a Republican,
ordered cutsincurrent spendingandaidtocit-
iesand countiesto help prevent the $312 mil-
lion budget deficit projected for June 30. The
gap between spending commitments for the
$4.1billionstategeneral fundanditsexpected
revenuescouldreachmorethan$1 billionover
thenext 18 months.

Sebeliuswill comeinto office having made
campaign promisesthat Republicanlegidative

john
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|leadersseeasunredistic, chief amongthema
pledge not to cut aid to public schoals.

When the Legislature convenes for its 90
scheduled daysin session, the GOP will have
majoritiesof 80-45intheHouseand 30-10in
the Senate.

But Sebeliusbelievesshestartsher four-year
terminagood position.

“I’veknownalot of thekey playersforalong
time, personally and professionally,” shesaid.
“The Legislature is about relationships. It's
about getting to know people, putting groups
together. It'sabout somelevel of trust, andyou
can'tdothat, | think, from adistance.”

Sebelius, thedaughter of former Ohio Gov.
John Gilligan, alsoaDemocrat, cameto Kan-
sasinthe 1970s.

She was executive director of the Kansas
Tria LawyersAssociation for eight years. In
1986, shewon aseat intheK ansasHouse, rep-
resenting adistrict that included Potwin, her
Topekaneighborhood of brick streetsand Vic-
torian homes.

In 1990, Democrats won a 63-62 House
majority — only their third inthepast century
— and Sebelius served both as a committee
chairwomanand majority cau-

cuschairwoman. In 1994, she

budget problemstougher. Aidto publicschools
consumes52 percent of general fund revenues.

She also said Republicans will hurt them-
selvespolitically if Kansansthink they aren’t
doing muchto help.

“| think Kansans want some things to hap-
pen,” shesaid. “ TheHouseand the Senate are
all upforelectionintwoyears, andwhat | heard
from people acrossthis stateisthat they want
peopleto listen to them. They want this gov-
ernment to beresponsiveand moveforward.”

Sheadded: “ Kansanselected meand el ected
themand aresendingusboth heretodoajob.”

Butfirst, Sebeliusconceded, shemust build
good working relationships with legislators.
That means, shesaid, gettingtoknow new law-
makers, regular discussions with legislative
leadersandinvitinglawmakersto Cedar Crest,
thegovernor’sresidence.

Shesaid: “If | canpick upthephone, if | know
these people personaly, if I'm out and about,
if I have open hours in the office and invite
peopleinto chat about things, if | gointotheir
hometerritory andtakethemwithme, that does
go along way to building adial ogue that will
bevery helpful.”

EDITOR SNOTE: Correspondent John
Hanna hascovered stategover nment and poli-
ticssince 1987.
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unseated Insurance Commis-
sioner Ron Todd, a Republi-
can.

She said her legidative ex-
perience allows her to under-
stand how lawmakers operate
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