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from other pens...

New director’s task
rebuild relationships

TheGarden City Telegram on KDOT secretary:

Deb Miller stepsinto achallenging position as the state's new
director of the Kansas Department of Transportation. In addition
to taking over management of the state'stransportation program
on theroads, she has the task of repairing arelationship with the
citizenswho travel the state’'sroads.

Thedepartment of transportation hasdemonstrated anindiffer-
ence, sometimesmorphingintoarrogance, towarditscitizens.And
it'stimeto put the brakes on that culture.

The examples are numerous. But most recently, aman in
Lawrencewasforcedtogotocourt toget thedepartmenttorel ease
the minutesof apublic hearing.

A publichearing...

Changeisneeded. Thetransportation departmentisimplement-
ing amassivetransportation program all acrossthe state. Initially
tabbed at $13 billion, it may betrimmed back because of the state
financial problems. Nonetheless, itisasignificant expenseinvolv-
ing public roadways.

Public roadways.

The department’swillful disregard for public interest toitsac-
tivities obviously won the endorsement of Miller’s predecessor.
Now that thereis new leadership at the top, afresh-and-inviting
approach would be awel come change.

Miller would do Kansaswell to eradicatethecultureof indiffer-
ence toward Kansas that has become the culture permeating the
transportation department’ s higher-ranking offices.

TheTopeka Captial-Jour nal on broadband:

Computershaverevol utionized theway peopledo businessand
how they liveand communicate. Inthehome, computersaren’tjust
aluxury or atoy, but animportant tool or appliance, if youwill.

For businessand industry, computersare an absol ute necessity,
and those computers need the most efficient, high-speed I nternet
access available. Whether in Topeka or Atwood, Garden City or
White Cloud, computers need to have access to broadband | nter-
net service. ...

SBC, formerly Southwestern Bell, ismorethan willing to pro-
videthat service; infact, it isanxiousto do so.

But for SBC toinvest the millions of dollarsit will taketo pro-
videthat servicethroughout Kansas..., the company wants assur-
ancethat itshigh-speed network investment will beprotected from
havingto beshared with competitorsasit currently sharesitstele-
phonelines...

So far, SBC hasinvested more than $100 million in deploying
high-speed I nternet service in 24 communities, but any further
investmentininstallingthefiber-optic network necessary for wide-
spread broadband accessison hold until SBC getsthe broadband
parity legislation it seeksto protect itsinvestment.

K ansascannot afford to bewithout broadband access. It'sacru-
cial part of any economic devel opment package. Thatisoneof the
first things companiesconsidering locating abusinessin the state
will belookingfor.

Lawmakerscan ensurethat servicewill beavailable by passing
the parity legidlation.
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Maybe | pick on lawyers too much

| steve
(e

Goodland attorney Ron Vignery writesthat
| pick onlawyerstoo much.

“1 have read with interest and concern sev-
eral of your articlesthrough the yearsregard-
ingattorneys. Itispretty obvioustomethat you
don’'t have a particularly high regard for my
profession. Itisafreecountry, and you areen-
titled to your opinions.

“...Suchisthefreepress.| don'thavetolike
the articles you are writing, and you can cer-
tainly continuetowritethem. Just thought you
would beinterested inthisarticle.”

He forwards a column by alaw professor
pointing out thegood that trial lawyerscando
inour system. We' dliketorunit, and aretry-
ing to get permission from the author.

You'reright, Ron. We need lawyers.

My dad, whom| admired greatly, wasalaw-
yer, agood one. Henever took offenseat agood
lawyer joke, notwhen hewaspokingfunat his
friendswhoweredoctors, undertakersand car
dedlers.

Today, | get most of my lawyer jokesfrom
my attorney. He collects them. | clip lawyer
cartoonsfor him.

Butthelawisnojoke. Thelega system, good
asitis, isfull of absurditiesand contradictions,
no more perfect than any of our institutions.
Maybe, though, asabody, it haslessof asense
of humor than some.

Butwhilel havebeencritical of that system
at times, | haverespect for thelawyersl know,
most of them anyway. They are good people,
tryingtheir besttomakethesystemwork.And
it does, after afashion.

Doesthat put it beyondreproach?l hopenot.

What's right with the legal system? Most
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things. It works (most of thetime). It's fair
(most of thetime). It'salot better than most
countries.

What'swrong withthelegal system?

| could cite chapter and verse. The system
can be hellaciously expensive. We once sued
amanager who had stolen $35,000 some odd
dollarsfromthecompany beforewetook over.
It cost $12,000 to get an injunction and an
agreement from him to repay the money, but
hedefaulted. Never paid adime. Thenhetook
bankruptcy. | asked the lawyer, and he said it
might cost another $5,000 to get the debt ex-
empted by thebankruptcy court. Itwould have
been good money after bad.

Sometimesyou havetherighttoall thejus-
ticeyou can afford.

Or why isit that some poor sapsgo totrial
with inexperienced public defenders, cop a
pleaanddohardtime, but O.J. Simpsonisplay-
ing golf in Florida?

If you have been wronged by Firestoneand
Ford, or injuredinawreck, yes, you canget a
big-buckstrial lawyer totakeyour case. They
often do us areal service. But if there’s no
money init, if the state is taking away your
rights or your family, how much justice can
you afford?

I’ ve been in lawsuits where we were win-
ning with one judge, then lost when another

took the case. Isthat justice?| didn’t think so.

Thenthereistheabsurdity whichgoesalong
with product liability law, the kind of thing |
wroteabout thismonththat ticked you off, Ron.
It seemslikeAmericanssueat thedrop of ahat
today, and lawyers have enabled that. It might
begoodtostand back andtakeal ook at thesys-
tem, seewhat makes sense and what doesn’t.

But we' re no better off in the press. People
gripeabout usall thetime, and sometimeswith
somejustification. We' reall saddled with the
excesses of some of our peers, especially the
televisionreportersand the Washington press
corps. | admitit.

| also think we, like lawyers, serve avital
functionin society.

We are criticized for running too much
“negative’ news, yet often asnot, that'swhat
peoplewant to read when they votewith their
quarters. Which master are we supposed tc
serve?

Ah, but | digress. It'syour professionwe're
talking about today, not mine.

Thevery fact that peoplepick onlawyerssc
much may be a measure of the law’s impor-
tanceto society. Grocersand retailersareim-
portant, but you don’t hear many jokes about
them. Same for dentists and government
clerks. Or reporters, for that matter.

There' sthemgjesty of thelaw, the honor of
the court, the tradition of justice. Some prob-
lems and a smattering of complaints, afew
cartoons and wisecracksthrownin.

It'snot aperfect system, butit'sagood one,
and it takesgood lawyersto makeit work.

Good lawyers. | think | heard a joke about
that....

Where’s the check, mate?

The president hasintroduced anew plan to
stimulatethe economy. | don’t know what his
planis. |’ mpushingmy own. A planthat would
bothrevivetheeconomy and satisfy America's
fascination with royalty.

Itsasimpleidea. Let cities and states sell
royal titlesto rich Americans. You want to be
the Marquisof Massachusetts? Nine hundred
grand ayear. You want to pass thetitle on to
your el dest son?Hepays$900,000ayear. Rich
people who complain about paying the sales
tax on abox of Q-Tipswill stand in line, ex-
cuse me, queue up to buy themselvesatitle.

Thisiswhere the British have things com-
pletely backward. They pay peopleto beroy-
alty whenthey should bechargingthem. Think
of the possibilities for revenue. The Duke of
Dallas ($4,867,000), the Princess of
Pottawattamie County ($1,289,000), the
Count and Countessof Chillicothe($757,000),
the Viscount of Vermont ($537,000). There
wouldbehundredsof thousandsof peoplewho
would be happy with a simple knightship
($100,000 ayear).

Every community
could be out of debtina
week. Potholeswouldbe
athing of the past. Pub-
licschool teacherswould
make a hundred thou-
sand a year. The school
bus would be a
Mercedes. ThePentagon
could buy $1,200 toilet
seats. Thebest partisthat
itwould cost theaverage
sensibleAmerican abso-
lutely nothing. Because
likeall good royal titles,
they would be com-
pletely meaningless, ex-
pect to those who crave
them. Besides, we al-
ready have people who
actlikeDukesand Duch-
esses, why not make
them pay forit?

And the possihility of
new money into the pub-
lic cofferswouldn’t stop
with the selling of titles.

jim
mullen

s e the village idiot
Whileroyal titlescome some heavy-duty ex-
penses. The new princes and princesses will
havetolivethelifeof themanor bought, cooks,
chauffeurs, butlers, upstairs maids and what-
not. They will havetobuildhuge, drafty castles
andjoinexclusiveclubs— creatingmorejobs
for therest of us.

TheMarquisof Massapequacan’tvery well
get out on the riding mower every Saturday,
can he? He's going to need a full-time gar-
dener. Hewill haveto throw extravagant din-
ner parties — a welcome boost for the food
serviceindustry. Publisherswill find business
documenting the new peerage, and People
magazine will make even more money writ-
ing about the life and times of the American
royalsaswell asthe staid old, boring British
ones. Who needstoread about PrinceWilliam

when we will have our own supply of Lady
Kaitlinsand Dame Briannas, Lord Brads anc
Sir Tylers?

Beforewestart sellingroyal titles, we'll pass
abunchof lawsthat heavily tax such activities
aspoloplayingand castlebuilding. Therest of
usmay never haveto pay taxesagain. Wewon't
beableto count theextrarevenuefast enough.

Tobesure, therewill beapeckingorder. The
L ord of Palm Beach ($6,491,000) wil | outrank
theL ord of Levittown ($353,000). Butwhat do
wecare? Thestreetswill begetting fixed with
their money and we' Il have hired more cops.

Of course, the real advantage of establish-
ingacontributingroyalty inthiscountry isthat
wewill ferret out theunsuspectingrich. Aswe
learn during financia crisis, whenit comestc
paying taxesno oneinthiscountry will admit
tobeingwealthy. But how couldLord Larry of
Oxnard deny it?

JimMullenistheauthor of “ It Takes A Ml-
lage Idiot: A Memoir of Life After the City”
(Smon and Schuster, 2001). He also contrib-
utesregularlyto Entertainment Weekly, where
hecanbereached at jim_mullen@ew.com
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"“1F THEMY'Re- SO PUMB AND WE'RE.

SO SMART HOW coMe THEY'RE

FLMING SOUTH FoR THE WINTER AND
Wg'RE NoT 2 ™
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