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from our viewpoint...

Amtrak gets shorted
again by Congress

Poor Amtrak. Createdin 1971 tolift theburden of failing
passenger trains off of then-failing railroads, the unlovely
government corporationwasthought of asan elephant burial
ground — aplace passenger trainswould goto die.

Therailroadsweremostly relieved. Eventhosewhotill
loved their passengers, and still made alittle money on
them, like the Santa Fe or the Union Pacific, saw they
could never afford to replacetheir aging coaches.

A couple of mavericks stayed out of Amtrak and kept
running their owntrains. Eventually, they too gavein.

But on the way to the graveyard, a funny thing hap-
pened: Thefirst energy crisisof 1974.

As gasoline prices soared past 50 cents, you couldn’'t
buy aseat onanAmtrak train. Longstringsof old coaches
labored over mountain passes and whizzed across the
prairie, their decrepit air conditionerswheezingand gasp-
ing, passengerseither freezing or sweltering.

Amtrak wasfull. Amtrak wasin. Amtrak washeretostay.

But only, year after year, by the skin of itsteeth.

Republican presidents vowed to kill it. Democrats of -
tentried: immy Carter and Bill Clintonwerehardest on
the trains. A hair-brained scheme had the corporation
charging off tofind freight to balanceitsbudget. Passen-
gers spent hours waiting for boxcars, but the company
never did make money. Chancesare, it never will.

At one point, Amtrak promised to shrink itslosses to
nothing inside adecade. They just grew. Now, Congress
isconsidering ahill to increase subsidiesfrom $1.4 bil-
lionayear to $1.9 billion. Amtrak will haveto“reform”
itself again and shrink itslosses.

Transportation Secretary Norman Mineta, aDemocrat
and a Californian President Bush held over from the
Clinton administration, isfond of saying Amtrak is dy-
ing. Onecartoonshowshimwithhishandarounditsthroat.

For yearsMinetahastriedtokill Amtrak. He'sfailed.

Amtrak rumbleson, never with enough money to make
thetrainsworthriding. Never quitedead. Theprogramhas
alot of support, becausetrainsmakesenseinal ot of places.

Thetrainscouldbeal ot better. Today, they’ reoftenrun
by andfor thebenefit of theempl oyees, not therider. Some
airlinesarelikethat, too. But Amtrak doesasurprisingly
good jobwithwhat it has.

Trainswill never makemoney likethey usedto. Passen-
ger transportationisamoney loser theworldover. Airlines
arebroke. Buslinesarecuttingback. Every civilized coun-
try subsidizesits passenger network, and not just trains.

Congresspassed a$286 billiontransportationbill, with
subsidiesfor highways, trucking, airlinesand masstran-
sit. Amtrak’smeasly $2billionishardlyinthesameleague.

WEe're not going to kill it, so why not make it worth
something? That makestoo much sense. Congresswill
give Amtrak just enough to get from crisisto crisis, but
never enoughto run likeit should. —Steve Haynes
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Justice system isn't always fair

I’ve always heard people complain about
how unfair our justice system is, but until |
started working the court beat, | had noidea.

Threeyearsand eight monthsisnot enough
punishment for attempted murder.

Plea agreements aside, I’ ve seen the scars
that Michael D. Whitaker put on Rustin
Leiker’'sarm, chest and neck. I’ve heard him
talk about the mental scarring from the night
last November when Whitaker stabbed him. |
know, too, that aride in an ambulance, a
mediflight to Denver and weeksin the hospi-
tal aren’t cheap.

Whitaker deserved astiffer penalty.

You can call it aggravated assault, the plea
agreed upon by the county attorney, but
Whitaker had nointention of just “ assaulting”
Leiker. He stabbed him several timesin the
neck. That to me is attempted murder. He
wanted tokill him.

| understand the law can’'t really look at in-
tentions, and since Leiker survived the crime
islessthan murder. No one can know exactly
what the accused was thinking when he was
slashing with that knife.

Thiscaseseemed pretty cut and driedtome.

A problem ariseswhen someonewhodidn’t
set out tokill aperson and did getsan inflated
sentence, whilesomeonelikeWhitaker walks
away inafew short years.

Under Kansas law, Whitaker fell into the
criminal category A, with an extensive crimi-
nal history and convictions for three or more
person felonies.
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After stabbing Leiker, Whitaker was
charged withattempted second-degreemurder
and aggravated assault on alaw enforcement
officer.

Attempted second-degreemurder, alevel 3
personfelony, carriesasentencing rangefrom
221 monthsto 247 months, about 18 1/2 years
to 20 1/2 years, behind bars for his crimina
category.

After the plea, he ended up sentenced for
aggravated battery, getting only 44 months,
just threeyearsand eight months.

A chargeof aggravated assault on alaw en-
forcement officer, alevel 6 personfelony, dis-
appeared withtheplea, too. That chargea one
carried astiffer sentenceat themaximumend,
46 months or threeyears, 10 months.

Jennifer Adams, a Colorado woman who
was sentenced to 12 yearsinjail this summer
after killing three Goodland women in a car
accidentonl|-70, did not set out tokill anyone.

No onewill argue her crimeswere not out-
rageous. Sheclearly deserved punishment, but
morethan someonewho wanted to kill aman
inatrivial argument?

Adamsheaded out that day onthe highway
with an addiction and abottle of vodka, caus-

ing criminal negligencethat killed three Good-
land women.

Our president wasarrested for drunk driving
in1976. Hedidn't hitanyoneontheway home,
but hecommitted thesamecrime. Hemadethe
same mistakeand got aslap onthewrist.

| wonder if Whitaker’s plea didn’t have
somethingtodowiththevictimsinstead of the
perpetrator.

EveryoneintownwasscreamingforAdams
head. She was painted as a horrible villain.
Peoplewanted to see her punished.

Why didn’'t we feel the same way about
Whitaker?

If Whitaker had stabbed three prominent
Goodlandwomen, wouldthepublichavebeen
more vocal ? Would the community have
banded together to influencethe county attor-
ney and district judge?

If Leiker wasn'ta22-year-oldkidyoudidn’t
know, would you have stepped up and asked
for justice?

Sitting in acourtroom watching the fate of
someone who has committed a crime, these
questionssurface: What isfair, what isjust?

Although| nolonger seethe perpetratorsas
criminals or low-lifes, but as people them-
selves, | do want protection from the danger-
ousfelonswho threaten my safety.

Thejudge, attorneysandthecounty attorney
aretheretomakesurejusticeisserved andthe
publicisprotected. Maybeweshouldask them
to consider that the next timethey let acrimi-
nal like Whitaker off with alight sentence.

Our reckless chemical dependence

Telling peopletowashtheir faceswithDDT
would be like telling them to “go jump off a
cliff.”

Weall know thechemical ishazardoushboth
tohumansand wildlife.

Itissaid that 50 years ago, inthe agronomy
department of lowaState University, somefac-
ulty argued the pesticidewasindeed that safe.

In the same way, afellow student in my
plant-breeding graduate program hurled an
unintended insult last fall when he said
Roundup, one of the most commonly applied
weedkillersintheworld, wassafeenoughfor
meto drink aglassdaily. | was seven months
pregnant at thetime.

In the past few months two published stud-
iesshowed theM onsanto herbicidekillssome
amphibians and might cause reproductive
problemsin humans.

Sinceitsintroduction in 1974, Roundup and
itsactiveingredient, glyphosate, havebeentouted
as harmless to human and ecological health.
Glyphosate, under theRoundup name, i sthe sec-
ond most commonly applied herbicideinthe U.
S. Nearly 113 million poundsof it isused annu-
aly onfarms,inparksand around homes, reports
the Environmental Protection Agency. From
1990 to 2000, use increased tenfold because of
Monsanto’s introduction of Roundup Ready
crops: corn, soybeansand cotton genetically en-
gineered for glyphosate resistance.

Proponents say Roundup Ready crops re-
ducethe need for nastier herbicides. Farmers
canspray their fields, kill everything but their
resistant cropsand not worry about causing any
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harmtothemselves, their childrenor wildlife.
Roundup might be less acutely toxic than
other herbicides, but safer isn't the same thing
as safe. A study published in June by Environ-
mental Health Perspectives, ajournal of the
National I nstituteof Environmental Health Sci-
ences, showed that Roundup killed human pla-
centacellsinlabcultureat one-tenthitsconcen-
trationfor field use. At concentrationsone-hun-
dredth of intended use, the herbicide inhibited
anenzymecrucial to sex hormoneregulation.
And an April paper in Ecological Applica-
tions showed that Roundup, when applied at
label-recommended concentrations, was
“highly lethal” to amphibians, wiping out tad-
polesof two speciesand nearly killing off athird.
Monsanto insists the herbicide's chemical
propertiesmakeit unlikely toleach from soils
into groundwater or persistin surfacewater, a
claim that might ease fears about the real-life
ramificationsof thesepapers. But severa stud-
ieshavedetected significant concentrationsof
glyphosate in streams near farm fields, some
up to four months after application.
Roundup’s full potential to cause health
problemsfor humansandwildlifepopulations
is unknown. But these studies make its un-
bridled use and promotion as a“safe” choice

terribly reckless. Wedon't understand enough
about the effects of pesticides on human anc
ecol ogica healthtoclaimany chemical iscom-
pletely safe. Developing an agriculture that
depends on large-scale chemical application,
like Roundup Ready crops, meanswe' replay-
ing agamewhose outcomewe cannot predict.

Rather than seek out less harmful pesticides,
we should be making an agriculture that cuts or
endsour needfor such chemicals. Weshouldlook
toorganicagricultureandto farming techniques
that usemore natural systems of pest contral.

Croprotationsthatincorporategreater diver-
sity thanjust alternating between cornand soy-
beansarechemical-freewaysto control weeds.
And incorporating livestock into afarming
system contributeschemical -freefertilization
and can beanatural check on pests.

Our experiencewithDDT should havetaught
usthefallacy of making assumptionsabout the
safety of any agricultural chemical. And rather
than spouting glib commentsthat discount the
potential hazards of pesticides, we— agricul-
tural researchers, parents, consumers— need
tosupport safealternativesthrough actionslike
buying organic food and promoting chemical-
freefarming and homelandscaping.

We already have enough evidence or
Roundup to be concerned about its effects on
human and animal health. Thetimeto act i<
now, beforethenext round of studiescomesoui.

JuliaOlmsteadisagraduatestudentinplant
breeding and sustainableagricultureat |owa
Sate University. She wrote this for the Lanc
Ingtitute’'s PrairieWritersCircle, Salina.
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