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Changingthespeed limit
will not help any of us

The Kansas Legislature hasn’t done much
so far thisyear, but sometimes that’ s for the

best.

ThelL egidature, sofar, can’tagreeonschool
finance or gambling or abudget. It’s saving
those for the final minutes, when the worst
laws are passed without much question.

Right now, theL egidatureisstalledonalbill
to raise the 70-mile-an-hour speed limit on
Kansasfreeways. It'sabad idea, but there's
some danger they will passit anyway.

Thisplanisbeng pushed by shadowy forces
who claim that the difference between driv-
ing 70in Kansasand 75 in Nebraskaiskeep-
Ing businessaway from our state.

One sponsor, Sen. Robert Tyson, a Parker
Republican, claims there is twice as much
truck trafficon1-80in Nebraskaasthereison
[-70 in Kansas. He's probably right, by the
way, and we' d suggest that if helikesthat, he
godrivearound in Nebraskaon weekends.

If you've been there, you know what we
mean. Theroad isrough and pitted, trafficis
awful andapersoninasmall carisfearful. Do
wewantthatfor1-70,1-35,U.S.81andK-107?

More road damage, higher taxes, more ac-

cidents, big repair bills?

Never mind that truckers and tourism offi-

cias,whensomeoneasks, say they don’tmind
the slightly lower limit. Never mind that

travel-center workerssay almost noonecalls

to ask about the speed limit here when plan-
ning atrip. Never mind that many, especially
thosewithgreen-and-whitetags, aready drive
well past 70 on our freewaystoday.

Never mindthat theKansasHighway Patrol
saysall raisingthespeed limitwill doiscause
more and more severe accidents.

But do mind this: The 70 m.p.h. limit was
writtenwithrural Kansasinmind. Legidators
wanted to keep the differential between two-
lane roads at 65 m.p.h. and the Interstates at
70 to a minimum to encourage people to
spread out and put some of thetraffic back on
the blue highways.

Theremay be some pressureto drivefaster
and burn more gas on the freeways, but we
don’'t seeit out here.

So do wewant more and faster truckstear-
ing up I-70 and frightening our tourists any-
way?Or do wewant the safe and responsible
driverswe havenow, running 70 m.p.h. clear
acrossthe state?

Likewesaid, sometimesthat Legidatureis

best that does the least. With any luck, this

turkey isdonefor theyear. —Steve Haynes

Iesgot CosaRicaon her mind

Thisyear, | want to go to Costa
Rica.

Each year, | visit an embassy
whilel aminWashington. Andeach
year, | get indoctrinated. These
placesaregreat.

This year we visited the Costa
Rican embassy, met Ambassador
JaimeDaremblum, andwereblown
away by thefriendliness of theem-
bassy staff and the descriptions of
their homeland.

The country is about the size of
West Virginia, withbetween25and
30percent of theland setasidein 75
national parks and preserves. In
these protected areas are rain for-
ests, swamps, mangroves, lowland
jungles, dry forests and volcanoes
and beachesfor seaturtlesto nest.

Thereisincredible biodiversity,
with over 500,000 specieslivingin
the preserves. One of the preserves
isan artificial reef — the Barradel
Colorado — which protects mam-
mals, marinelifeand morethan 400
speciesof birds.

Costa Rica is where the movie
Jurrasic Park was filmed, but we
were assured, there are no dino-
saurs, not any more.

Costa Rica has a stable demo-
cratic government with a constitu-
tiondatingto1949. Therearenore-
strictions on foreigners owning
property in the country and many
Americans retire there, we were
told.

For those who want to retire,
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Costa Ricarequires an income of
$600amonthtobechangedintothe
local currency, thecolones, andyou
must liveinthecountry at least four
months a year. There are about
140,000 Americans living perma-
nently in the country, which has a
population of about 4 million.

Therearemore Americansliving
in Costa Ricathan there are Costa
RicanslivingintheU.S,, theambas-
sador said, estimating that thereare
about 60,000 of hiscountrymenliv-
ing here.

But not everyone wants to stay;
most folks just want to visit the
beautiful beaches, seetherain for-
ests and volcanoes and enjoy the
excitement of whitewater rafting,
bungeejumping and sky diving.

Inal, 1.2 millionvisitorsayear,
60 percent of them from the U.S.,
enjoy the mountains, forests and
beaches of Costa Ricaand tourism
isthe second largest segment of the
economy.

The climate is mild, thereisno
army and little of the unrest some-

timesfound in Central America. It
isatwo-hour planeridefromMiami
to the Juan Santamaria Airport, 29
miles out of San Jose in the city of
Algjuela

Whiletourismisimportant, Costa
Rica' s biggest economic factor is
exporting textiles, medical prod-
ucts, bananasand coffee, mostly to
the United States.

Thecountry isthelargest supplier
of coffeefor Starbucksintheworld.

Costa Ricameans rich coast in
Spanish, andit’ sacoast |’ dsurelike
tovisit someday.

(From theBibI@
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For ever, O Lord, thy word
issettledinheaven. Thy faith-
fulnessisuntoall generations:
thou hast establishedtheearth,
and it abideth. They continue
thisday accordingtothineor-
dinances: for al are thy ser-
vants. Psalm 119: 89-91
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The Oberlin Herald encourages
L ettersto the Editor on any topic of
public interest. Letters should be
brief, clear and to the point. They
must besignedand carry theaddress
and phone number of theauthor.

Mail lettersto 170 S. Penn Ave.,
Oberlin, Kan., 67749, or by E-mail

to obherald@nwkansas.com.

We do not publish anonymous
letters. We sign our opinions and
expect readersto dolikewise.

Wedo not publishformlettersor
letters about topics which do not
pertain to our area. Thank-yous
from this area should be submitted

totheWant Ad desk.

Letterswill not be censored, but
will beread and edited for formand
style, clarity, length and legality.
Wewill not publish attacks on pri-
vate individuals or businesses
which do not pertainto apublicis-
sue.
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If youlookedup*“ persistence” in
thedictionary, youwouldfindapic-
ture of the mamarobin that is now
living above our front door.

Last week | began noticing grass
and twigs and what looked like
shredsof material fromoneof Jim's
bluetarpsonthestepsinfront of the
door. Not giving it much thought, |
attributedittodebrisbeingblownin
by thewind.

But every day it got worse, wind
or not. Then | saw abird fly from
under the porch eaves. | looked up
and, sure enough, twigs, grass and
more shreds of blue material were
dangling over the edge of the two
inch-wide cornice board above the
door, whereMrs. Robinwastrying,
vainly, to construct anest.

“Wecan'thavethis,” wasour first
thought. Right abovethedoor to our
homeisnoplacefor abird’ snest. So,
we swept away al the mess on the
front porch, thinkingthat woul d per-
suade her to go elsewhere. Wrong.
Next day, more debris. Swept that
away. Next day, more debris. We
weregetting nowhere.

Her God-giveninstincttobuilda
nest was working just fine. Judg-
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Out Back
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cpl otts@nwkansas.com
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mentonwheretobuilditwasall she
lacked.

| suggested to Jim that if she had
a birdhouse to live in, she would
abandon her attempts. We had the
piecesof abirdhouseleft over from
last summer whenJimmadeseveral
kitsfor the granddaughters. He as-
sembled one and nailed it, rather
precariously, abovethedoor.

Shesdtill wasn’t havingit. Shebe-
ganpiling her nest-making material
ontop of thebirdhouse. If twigsand
grasswouldn’ t stay onaflat surface,
| don’t know why she thought they
would do any better on a steeply
pitched birdhouseroof.

Now we were getting desperate,
andthisbirdwith abrainthesizeof
apeawasoutsmarting us.

Finally admitting defeat, Jim
pulled down the birdhouse; nailed
up aflat, square piece of plywood;
and piled her raw resources on it.
Then all wehad to do waswait.

Itdidn’ttakelong. But | guesswe
finally gotitright, becauseMadame
Robinhaswovenavery respectabl e
nest with her twigs, grass and yes,
thosewereshredsfromoneof Jim’ s
bluetarps.

Wehaven't checked yet to seeif
she'slaid any eggs. But when she
does, | supposewe'll try to respect
that and use the back door for &
while.

Moral of the story: When Mame
wants a home, she wants a home.
Andshewantsitwhereshewantsit.
Better just giveitto her.

Couldwegoonwithout farmers?
Other Ideas

“ Thosewholabor intheearthare
thechosen peopleof God, if ever he
had a chosen people, whosebreasts
hehasmadehispeculiar deposit for
substantial andgenuinevirtue.” —
Thomas Jefferson, “Notes on the
Stateof Virginia’

By DEBORAH E. POPPER
and FRANK J. POPPER
PrairieWritersCircle

In 1801, when Jefferson became
president, 95 percent of Americans
madetheir full-timelivingfromag-
riculture. By theturn of the20th cen-
tury, it was 45 percent, and by the
turn of the 21st lessthan 2 percent.

In 1993 the Census Bureau
stopped counting the number of
Americanswho liveonfarms.

“Farmresidence,” itreported, “is
no longer areliable indication of
whether or not someoneisinvolved
infarming.... Thecost of collecting
and publishing statistics on farm
residents and farmers in separate
reportscouldnolonger bejustified.”

Over the past two centuries, the
nation became urban, then subur-
ban, and now increasingly exurban.
Farmers, especially those who are
small-scale, full-timeandlivingon
theirfarms, havebecomepoalitically
and culturally distant to most
Americans. We still have agricul-
ture, but it is mostly large-scale
agribusiness. Thereis little Jeff-
ersonian farming, almost no“labor
intheearth.”

Thedesertion of thesmall family
farm congtitutesthelargest popul a-
tionmovementin Americanhistory.
Thesmall-farmer diaspora, hereand
abroad, partly or wholly underlies
other storied American population
shifts: thedevel opment of citiesand
suburbs, thesettlement of theWest,
thelate 19th and early 20th century
European immigrations to the
United States, the post-1965 Latin
Americanand Asianones, theblack

migrationfromtherural Southtothe
Northern ghetto, the rise of the
Sunbelt, and even the growth of
military basesaround the country.

Thefamily farmisoneof thelast
homes of old-school American
ethnicity and beliefs. In 1993 the
CensusBureaufound, for example,
that farm residents were almost all
white, half livedintheMidwest, and
their households were 25 percent
lesslikely than non-farm onestobe
headed by a single woman. These
differences from therest of the na-
tion have intensified over the past
decade.

Many family farmers encourage
their offspringtoleavethatlife, and
theseperhapsunusually deferential
children listen. Why they should
move on is obvious. The United
Statesisanation whose metropoli-
tan areas, despite all their evident
problems, offer better pay andmore
opportunity than most of its coun-
tryside. Thisimbalance hasexisted
forthenation’ sentirelife. Butitwas
nowhere near aslargeor visiblein,
say, 1960, muchless1880or earlier
pioneer periods.

American small farmersarevic-
tims of the same impersonal na-
tional and international economics
that wipeout small banks, railroads,
airlines, newspapersand storeshere
and elsewhere. Farmers, like the
others, haverespondedto continued
pressures for large-scale, homog-
enized production — in farming’s
case, high per-acre output. Having
only this aim, their success brings
about the demise of most of them
and their communities. American
small farmers now appear to be at
thefar end of avast economic shift

that gives every promise of elimi-
nating them.

A momentous transition looms.
Although the United States and
other First World nationshavebeen
heading toward it since at least the
late 18th century, no nation of even
modest sizehasever explicitly cho-
sentonavigateit. Nooneknowsthe
full implications of a farmerless
America— or afarmerless France
or Japan.

Aretherereally the links Jeff-
erson suggestsbetweenfarminganc
virtue?Doesadomestic popul ation
working the soil ensure a nation’s
social andphysical health?What are
the international and security con-
sequences of the near-total disap-
pearance of the farmer? What hap-
penswhentheworld’ smost power-
ful country nolonger hasthosewhc
work their own land?

These are at |east nation-scale
guestions, oneswhoseanswersturn
the hinges of history. They obsess
many farmers, their political repre-
sentatives and their intellectual in-
terpretersinthiscountry and abroad.
The suburban-exurban Americe
hardly notices. In its Information
Ageworld, thefarmer hasbeengone
for generations.

Deborah and Frank Popper are
authorsof* TheGreat Plains: Fron
Dust to Dust” and “ The Buffalo
Commons. Metaphor as Method.”
Deborah Popper teachesat theCol-
legeof Saten|dand-City University
of New York. Frank Popper teaches
at Rutgers University. Both are
members of the Land Institute’ s
Prairie Writers Circle, based in
Salina.
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