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o Cltlzens confront counal about ordinance

(Continued from Page 1A)
impression on visitors. However,
the use of fear and intimidation —
threats of fines or incarceration —is
a tactic that is uncalled for in our
small community.”

Theletter sent to residents whose
homes violate the ordinance is,
by all accounts, not a nice one.
City Councilman Jim Miesner
said changing it is the first thing
the city needs to do to resolve the
controversy.

“I'think part of the outrage to these
letters is the method,” said a man at
the city meeting. “This woman has
norestraint. She drives around town
throwing them out the windows.
May I suggest that you amend the
mechanics (so) that she can only do
it withacomplaint from aneighbor?
Because I don’t wantto live my life
according to her standards.”

“I think the biggest problem is
the tone of the letter,” Mr. Miesner
said. “It’s a very harsh and terrible
letter. Even the IRS wouldn’t send
out that letter. And people read too
much into it.

“Issue No. 1 is the letter, and No.
2 would be educating people that the
letter is not as serious as it sounds.
We’re not going to throw someone
in jail overit,even though it sounds
as serious as that. We re still reason-
able people.

“We’ve had to let it roll, because
some of these people come back
year after year. And some of these
people, with their yards full of iron
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THE NEW PAINT and trim on this house at 110 S. York Ave. cleaned it up nicely after it
was put into new hands, thanks to the Connections program that Code Enforcement Officer

Jan Ackerman helped create.

and cars and parts, that’s just how
they want it. You watch TV, these
hoarding shows — it just tears them
apart when you start cleaning them
up. But you live in society and you
can’tlet it happen.”

The councilman’s wife, Ruth
Miesner, said that the very group
that many point fingers at as the
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cause of the commotion could also
be the answer.

“You asked what we coulddo,and
you know about Decatur Tomor-
row?” she asked. “They sponsor
community conversations, and
sometimes they’ll grab a topic and
gather the community together.
They’ll use a neutral third party to

Man says city runs roughshod
over people who get its letter

By STEPHANIE DeCAMP

sdecamp@nwkansas.com

Eric Swegle doesn’t have a Fa-
cebook account, and seemed just
as surprised as everyone else to
see so many people show up at the
City Council meeting on Thursday,
Aug. 16, to protest the way the city
enforces an ordinance dealing with
blighted property.

“The word got out that I was
preparing a speech,” he said, “and
[ think that because there are so
many people, it’s quite easy for the
word to spread and people to pull
together.”

Mr. Swegle said he has been in
Oberlin for about five years, and
moved here from Ellsworth. He
works as ahandyman,and has reno-
vated several houses in small towns
throughout Kansas. He’s currently
working on renovation of the old
Presbyterian church on Commercial
Street with Jim Sporn.

He said he decided to get in-
volved when he recognized what
was happening here with the letters
and the code enforcement officer.
He has lived in other towns that
have had similar issues with code
enforcement and the officers who
handle it.

“My experiences taught me that
rigid enforcement of laws some-
times puts people in difficult cir-
cumstances,” he said, “and there’s
usually a happy medium some-
where if people are willing to try
and find it.”

Mr. Swegle said that he hadn’t
received the city letter saying he
needs to clean up his property that
had residents standing in the back of
the meeting room, waiting their turn

tohave their say. Buthis friends and
neighbors have.

Some of the complaints, he said,
have merit,buthe believed they had
been resolved.

“I'think that consideration of indi-
vidual circumstance should always
be a consideration in normal civili-
zation,” he said.““Code enforcement
is no exception. I think the order
to comply in 10 days isn’t reason-
able, especially for people who are
working, financially strapped or
elderly.”

Many people have pointed out the
difficulty Richard Russ had while
attempting to comply within the
time frame. Mr.Russ, aretired con-
tractor and a onetime City Council
member who once ran for mayor,
verified that he and his family all
got together to make the necessary
modifications on the house after
receiving the city’s letter. Mr. Russ
said he ended up going to the hospi-
tal for dehydration because of it. The
temperatures were still sky high, he
said, but the family was scared by
the letter he had received.

“He got three bags of fluid put
in him,” Clara Russ, his wife, said.
“He collapsed on us and just went
clear down.”

“Volunteerism is really the solu-
tion for those who wish to see a
tidier Oberlin,” Mr. Swegle said
later, noting what happened to the
Russ family. “The city of Boise has
a successful program called ‘Paint
the Town.’ It’s 20 years old now,
andlocal businesses and individuals
contribute materials and labor, and
once amonth, volunteers go out and
clean up neglected areas and paint
houses for the disadvantaged.

“That’s the beauty of community
efforts. It pulls people together,
whereas receiving this threatening
letter in the mail can only divide
people,and no good can come from
that. Really, this is about treating
your neighbors with some degree
of respect, and trying to work out a
pleasant solution to any perceived
problems.”

Mr. Swegle pointed out that some
people may notbe too quick to keep
up their property because they fear
a tax hike. They need reassurance
from the city and county, he said,
that their taxes won’t go up simply
for maintaining their property.

“It’s maintenance, yet they’re
punished when their taxes go up,”
he said. “If the city is serious about
cleaning up, then they need to make
sure there will be no repercussions
aboutit.”

guide the discussion, so thatnobody
has an agenda that seems to be play-
ing out. We’ve done it a few times.
We did it over what would make
Oberlin a better place to live, and
out of that came the (new) Golden
Age Center. Sappa Park came out
of that, too.

“Out of one of those was the city

beautification team, even. They’ve
done projects to make things look
better. They did the mural deliber-
ately to cover up the storage unit
behind it (on south main street)
and the City Slickers program (that
helps cleanup litter and trash) came
outofthat,and the gazebo and flow-
ers,and the park by the high school.
They do all of that. But their job
never has been gentrification of the
town; they just want it to be neat.”
The Constitution

Tim Bowen, who was appointed
as a council member at the last
meeting, sees it differently. The
beautification team is the group
that makes most of the complaints,
he said, and the ordinance itself
violates people’s constitutional
rights regarding probable cause
and searches, as well as the limits
of governmental authority.

“Right of entry,” Mr. Bowen said
in a later interview, “is about when
she (Jan Ackerman, the code en-
forcement officer employed by the
city toenforce the blighted property
ordinance) can enter a property,and
according to our ordinance, it says
that ‘it shall be a violation of this
code to deny the officer the right of
access and entry of private property

.,” which s against the Fourth and
Fifth Amendments, and Article 15
of the Kansas Bill of Rights.”

Mr. Miesner disagrees.

“I think a lot of them think they
have more constitutional rights
than they really do have. ‘It’s their

property, they can do with it what
they dang well please.” Of course
the Constitution gives us rights, but
thoserights are limited. The right to
make afist, forexample,ends at my
nose. But they really do feel their
lifestyle is being threatened.

“I"dliketothink itdoesn’tamount
to ahill of beans, since it doesn’t af-
fectmore than25,atmost40 people.
And out of them, most of them go
ahead and do the work, mowing the
weeds or whatever. There’s really
just a handful of people upset.”

The number of people at the last
meeting, however, begs to differ.
Asdoes the emotion and conviction
with which they spoke.

“When I leave here, I'm either
going to burn my house down or
tear it down,” resident Jerry Miller
said at the height of the public com-
ment portion of the meeting. “It’s
the only thing that’s mine, and the
only one who can take it away from
me is God.

“People have got to learn to re-
spect other people’s property. The
only three people that can eyeball
my place are the sheriff, chief of po-
lice and county assessor. Other than
that, they’re a trespasser. I drove
around town last night and saw 40
places that need the same amount of
work mine does. And the city owns
four of them. I'm leaving Oberlin.
I was going to build a brand new
house out here. But there’s no way
in hell that I’'m doing that now.”

Continued next week.

THIS PROPERTY at203 E. Hall St. was cited by Code Enforcement Officer Jan Ackerman
as blighted, but has since been refurbished through the Connections program. The program
connects owners of blighted property with buyers who want to refurbish it.

Will doctors, families want to come live here?

By STEPHANIE DeCAMP
sdecamp@nwkansas.com

One of the arguments often
brought up by those who support
the ordinance on blighted property
isthe factthat Oberlinis trying hard
torecruitdoctors and other medical
workers to come here.

The hospital has recently gone
through alitany of problems — from
Administrator Lynn Doeden turn-
ing in her resignation to Dr. Steven
Albert turning in his after being
suspended. The hospital had to start
over looking for doctors and other
medical workers.

Pete Zander, a member of the
doctor procurement committee and

Honor Roll

Welcome and thanks to these
recent subscribers to The Oberlin
Herald:

Elsewhere: Brent Anderson,
Alpharetta, Ga.; Mrs. Bob Scher-
zer, Rockport, Texas; Kurt Olson,
Glendale, Ariz.; Kent Anderson,
San Diego.

Iowa: Dean Knutson, Council
Bluffs; Bettie Janning, Storm Lake;
Kay Harold, Clinton.

Colorado: Avis Davis, Engle-
wood; Twila Crist, Peyton; Lori
Brewer, Limon; Gerald Lawson,
Centennial.

Kansas: Bob Kelley, Marquette;
Darla Stevens, Shawnee; Amy

and Clayton Erickson, Tecumseh;
Sarah Shaw,Andover; Gerald Rog-
ers, Newton; Mrs. Robert Ingold,
Lenexa; C.W. Antholz, McDon-
ald; Sen. Ralph Ostmeyer, Grin-
nell; Paul Chaffin, Goodland; Rep.
Ward Cassidy, St. Francis; Brent
Juenemann, Hays; Kim Brumley,
McPherson; Marilyn Noone, Sha-
ron Springs.

Colby: Mary Rachel Olson,Alice
Urban.

Area: AltaFahrenbruch, Norton;
Brent Phillips,Selden; Alice Mizer,
Jennings; Dee Holthus, Atwood;
Mary Stoecker, Oakley; Eugene

(

Photo Policy

Dunker, Ludell.

The Oberlin Herald wants to
emphasize photos of people doing
things in the community. If you
know of an event or news happen-
ing that we should attend, please
call 475-2206.

Please be sure to allow a couple
of days’ notice so we can arrange
to be there.

Space in the paper is limited and
soisthetime of our staff,so we may
notbe able to gettoevery event,but
we will try.

Because space is so limited, we

cannot run team or group photos,
any pictures of people lined up or of
people passing checks, certificates
and the like. (We will always try to
make room for a story about any of
these events, however.)

We do run wedding and engage-
ment pictures and “mug” shots
with stories and obituaries, when
they are provided to us. Please
remember that we need a clear,
sharp picture. Dark or fuzzy prints
will not work.

Oberlin: Lee Gilliam, Vernon
Diederich, Andy May, Chris May,
Martin May, Marvin May, Mildred
Holmdahl, Leona and Lyle Hilker,
Elden Anderson,Kirk Ulery, Merlin
Anderson, Beth Sebaugh, Norman
Wendelin.

CAPTURE THE NUTRIENTS
YOU'VE PAID FOR!
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+ Corn yields +12 bu/ac
+ Soybean yields +8 bu/ac

PLANT THIS FALL
CASH IN NEXT SPRING!
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Home of the Tillage Radish™
For info & to find a local dealer:

TillageRadish.com
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the county Hospital Board, says he
thinks that the problem of blighted
property only makes the job of find-
ing these people, and convincing
them to move here, even harder.

“I was at the council meeting the
other night,” he said, “and people
said that there was going to be a big
opposition to the cleanup ordinance,
but I didn’t say anything because I
didn’t think anyone was of a mood
to listen.

“Ican see both sides are right and
both sides are wrong,depending on
where you’re looking at it. We do
buy our property,and pay taxes onit,
but people do tell us what to do with
that property.Thave afarm out here,
and I’m told where I can dig a pond
or whatever, and I suppose that’s a
little bit of what the property-rights
people are talking about in Oberlin,
because people’s unkept yards af-
fect everybody.”

Buthis ability to see both sides of

theissue hasn’tchanged his position
on it, Mr. Zander said, adding that
he wants people to know that the
problem extends a lot further than
just our yards.

“Where I’'m coming from,” he
said,“isitreally does affect our abil-
ity toattracta good doctor. The good
doctors are going to have several
communities wanting their services

.. So if we come to them looking
like an unmade bed, we’re fighting
with a very shortstick. And if we’re
looking to make up that deficiency
with a higher price — we might have
to offer them ahigher wage—Idon’t
know if anybody would do that.
Most people would say you can’t
pay me enough in that town.”

Mr.Zander wenton to say that the
people who are affected by the or-
dinance need to understand that the
ordinance itself sets alow threshold,
that it’s not a standard someone
should shoot for, but rather sets the

minimum for what must be done.
The people whodon’thave to worry
about the ordinance, he said, are
those who set a higher standard.

“I don’t know why Oberlin has
gotten into the attitude of, ‘Let’s
justdo whatit takes to get by,”” Mr.
Zander said. “That doesn’t get you
anywhere.That’s like a student say-
ing that a D is good enough to pass.
That will not get you a job....

“I wish that the people that are so
opposed to making their property
and themselves presentable would
quitacting like kids when mom tells
you to clean up your room.”

STAMP IT

Custom and
Stock Stamps for ¢
a wide variety
of business
and home
applications.
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Congratulations to our winners
from our free giveaway:

Susan May - Traeger Grill and accessories
purchased at R&M Service Center

$150 gift certificate to
Ron’s Tire and Crossroads

Car Care Package

We would also like to say
Thank you for the
Community Support.




