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OPINIONOPINIONOPINION

Have an opinion? We would like to hear from you. We
invite you to write us. Letters submitted for publica-
tion should include the signature, street address and
daytime phone number of the writer. 

Address:
Kentucky New Era
Voice of the People
P.O. Box 729
Hopkinsville, KY 42241
Fax: 270-887-3222
E-mail: opinion@kentuckynewera.com 

Publication of the writer’s name is required. Clear, leg-
ible letters of 350 words or less on a community issue
or a single subject of general interest are most likely
to be published. The New Era reserves the right to
edit, condense or reject letters.

TODAY IN HISTORY n

Today is Saturday, March 17, the 77th day of
2012. There are 289 days left in the year. This is St.
Patrick’s Day.

On this date:
In A.D. 461 (or A.D. 493, depending on sources),

St. Patrick, the patron saint of Ireland, died in Saul.
In 1762, New York’s first St. Patrick’s Day parade

took place.
In 1910, the U.S. National Museum, a precursor

to the National Museum of Natural History,

opened in Washington, D.C.
In 1942, six days after departing the Philippines

during World War II, Gen. Douglas MacArthur de-
clared, “I came through and I shall return” as he ar-
rived in Australia to become supreme command-
er of Allied forces in the southwest Pacific theater.

In 1992, 29 people were killed in the truck
bombing of the Israeli embassy in Buenos Aires,
Argentina. In Illinois, Sen. Alan Dixon was defeat-
ed in his primary re-election bid by Carol Moseley-

Braun, who went on to become the first black
woman in the U.S. Senate.

Ten years ago: After nearly a year’s run, Nathan
Lane and Matthew Broderick left the Broadway hit
musical “The Producers.” (They later returned for a
limited engagement.)

Five years ago: Denouncing a conflict entering
its fifth year, protesters across the country raised
their voices against U.S. policy in Iraq and
marched by the thousands to the Pentagon. 

One year ago: The U.N. Security Council paved
the way for international air strikes against Moam-
mar Gadhafi’s forces, voting to authorize military
action to protect civilians and impose a no-fly
zone over Libya. U.S. drone missiles hit a village in
Pakistan; U.S. officials said the group targeted was
heavily armed and that some of its members were
connected to al-Qaida, but Pakistani officials said
the missiles hit a community meeting, killing four
Taliban fighters and 38 civilians and tribal police. 

WRITE US n

THOUGHT FOR TODAY n

Have you ever attended a public meet-
ing and wondered how the elected
members of  the council or board

were able to make a decision with little or
no discussion before voting? Motion
made. Votes taken. Next item, please. The
cartoon on this page pokes fun at that sce-
nario and offers an explanation that is not
so far-fetched.

Often, public officials — those who agree
to act on your behalf  when they run for of-
fice or accept an appointment to a board or
committee —  hammer out the difficult
parts of  a discussion before they sit down
for a public meeting. Through phone calls,
letters, emails and even small gatherings of
various members, they often reach a con-
census about what they will say and how
they will vote when the formal part of  their
job occurs on meeting night. Can we prove
this in every case? Of  course, not. The avoid-
ance of  open discussion is just that.

Here’s my argument about why you
should be able to hear elected members of
local councils  and boards talk through
their decisions in a public meeting: The
Kentucky Open Meetings
Law was adopted  in 1974
because, as the state attor-
ney general has noted, the
legislature believed that the
formation of  public policy
is your business. It’s not
just the vote that matters.
It’s the formation of  policy.
You have a right to know
how a council member
reached a decision, not just
how he or she voted.

I’m not suggesting that
we turn public meetings into rambling ar-
guments or unorganized free-for-alls. And I
understand that some votes do not require
a great deal of  discussion because they in-
volve straightforward matters or issues
that have been discussed at previous pub-
lic meetings.

People who disagree with me will say it’s
just not practical for all of  this discussion
and decision-making to happen in a public
meeting. They will argue that I’m naive
and don’t understand that people in small
communities like ours are naturally in-
clined to discuss public business in
friendly informal settings.

This question about how public officials
manage their discussions outside of  public
meetings was raised Tuesday night at an
open government forum sponsored by the
League of  Women Voters and the Ken-
tucky New Era. Keynote speaker Al Cross,
a veteran Kentucky journalist and director
of  the Institute for Rural Journalism and
Community Issues, said public officials as-
sume that difficult position when they
agree to serve the public. It is not easy, but
it is their obligation. Amen, Al.

The open meetings law states, “All meet-
ings of  a quorum of  the members of  any
public agency at which any public business
is discussed or at which any action is taken
by the agency, shall be public meetings,
open to the public at all times (except as
otherwise provided in the law.)” Exceptions
that allow a closed session during a public
meeting include discussion of  the sale or
purchase of  real estate, discussion of  pro-
posed or pending litigation, and discussion
or hearings that might lead to the appoint-
ment, discipline or dismissal of  an individ-
ual employee (although not general
personnel matters such as salaries).  The
law also states, “all gatherings of  every
kind, including video teleconferences, re-
gardless of  where the meeting is held, and
whether regular or special and informa-
tional or casual gatherings held in antici-
pation of  or in conjunction with a regular
or special meeting.”

Another provision of  the law, adopted in
1992, prohibits serial meetings that collec-
tively constitute a quorum of  a public
agency if  the purpose of  those small meet-
ings is to avoid a public discussion. The
law does not prohibit discussions between
individual members for the purpose of  ed-
ucating themselves on specific issues.

You may attend any meeting of  a public
agency and you cannot be required to iden-
tify yourself. To question a possible violation
of  the open meetings law, the law provides
the opportunity for you to challenge the gov-
erning body in a letter and to appeal its an-
swer to the attorney general if  you are not
satisfied with the agency’s answer to you.

There is another remedy that is practical
and follows the spirit of  the law. If  you be-
lieve a council or board is violating the law,
I encourage you to stand up in the meeting
and say so. If  my experience is true, you
won’t be arrested or tossed out the door. You
might be seen as annoying or naive, but you
might also encourage an open discussion.

JENNIFER P. BROWN is the New Era’s opinion editor. Reach her at 270-
887-3236 or jpbrown@kentuckynewera.com.

Don’t allow
historic site
scavenging

Say ‘aye’ all
for open gov’t

JENNIFER P.

BROWN n

Spring Meatout has grassroots

mission to improve US health
The Editor, New Era,
This past winter brought us crip-

pling droughts and tornadoes, con-
tinuing unemployment, and parti-
san paralysis in Washington. I real-
ly look forward to March 20th, first
day of  spring, balmy weather,
blooming flowers, and the Great
American Meatout.

According to its website
(wraw.meatout.ort), Meatout has
grown since 1985 into the world’s
largest annual grassroots diet edu-
cation campaign. A thousand com-
munities in all 50 states and two
dozen other countries host educa-
tional events. They challenge visi-
tors to turn over a new leaf  on the
first day of  spring, to kick the meat
habit, and to get a fresh start with a
wholesome diet of  vegetables,
fruits, and grains. 

The Meatout diet is touted by
leading health authorities. I found
it very easy to follow, and I feel
great. I get all the recipes and other
information I need by entering “live
vegan” in my internet search en-
gine. I spice up my diet by exploring
the rich array of  delicious soy- and
grain-based meat and dairy alterna-
tives in my local supermarket. 

Bob Hayse

Hopkinsville, Ky. 

Rim Watson’s KNE guest column

nails culture of low expectations
The Editor, New Era,
Assistant Superintendent Rim

Watson wrote, in his recent guest
column to the New Era, that we
should all operate under and em-
brace the assumption that every
child can excel in Christian Coun-
ty’s schools. I appreciate his obser-
vations and his willingness to make
candid remarks based on his experi-
ence as an administrator in our
school system.  

I appreciate Mr. Watson’s candid
remark about how school personnel
explained to him that he would un-
derstand why our school system
hasn’t excelled “as soon as you
learn our kids.”  That attitude ex-
tends well past the confines of  our
school system.  It is a pervasive atti-
tude that we in Christian County
have created ourselves, one of
“what do you expect; this is Chris-
tian County.”  We have created a
culture of  low expectations, and un-
less we are willing to make the nec-
essary changes to improve our lot,
we will never be satisfied and loyal
supporters of  our community.

There are many ways that we
have attempted and succeeded in
changing our culture of  low expec-
tations.  The Boys and Girls Club,
the Christian County Education
Coalition, the Library and Literacy
Council, and the Rotary student
loan program, which provides tu-
ition to all graduating high school
students, are excellent examples of
how  we have made a collective ef-
fort to support education.   Creating
a culture of  high expectations is
what those organizations are work-
ing toward.  Education is a life-long
process that continues way beyond
the four walls of  a classroom.
These organizations project that
concept well.  

A few years ago, when I was the

president of  the Hopkinsville-
Christian County Public Board, the
board realized that the library
could not operate without improved
funding.  After researching our
standing in Kentucky, we learned
that our library ranked 112 of  the
116 public libraries in Kentucky, in
services and funding.  We also
learned that Christian County’s
Gross Domestic Product is the third
highest in Kentucky and that Chris-
tian County is financially the most
productive county in Kentucky.  We
also learned that our school taxes
were among the lowest in the state,
and they still are.  We learned that
our property assessment, especially
farm property, and property tax
rates are much lower than those in
comparable communities.  It was
disturbing to learn those statistics.
It should be disturbing to everyone
who reads this letter.  But, we also
learned, after appealing to our fis-
cal court and our community to im-
prove the funding for the library,
that there was little interest in es-
tablishing a predictable source of
income. 

Apparently there were not
enough people who cared that a free
public library could provide a
source of  education and knowledge
for those of  us who cannot afford to
buy books or a computer, or a news-
paper subscription, or a DVD, a CD,
an E-book, or a magazine subscrip-
tion.   A good library is one of  the
most effective learning centers for
any community.  Ninety percent of
the people in Kentucky understand
that and fully fund their county li-
braries.  The failure of  Christian
County Fiscal Court to recognize
that point and do something about
it has perpetuated our culture of
low expectations.  

There is a great deal of  volun-
teer effort and additional funding
that will have to materialize before
we can change our culture of  low
expectations.  Christian County’s
strength is its diversity, but that di-
versity is also its largest stumbling
block.  Too many of  us are not will-
ing to give the time or the resources
to contribute toward the advance-
ment of  all.  John F. Kennedy said
“If  a free society cannot help the
many who are poor, it cannot save
the few who are rich.”  

Thanks to Mr. Watson for his
comments.  I hope he has generated
some interest in changing our cul-
ture of  low expectations.  

Margaret Macdonald

Nashville, Tenn.

Hopkinsville police equipment

spurs questions about spending
The Editor, New Era,
There’s a “Brief” in the Friday

edition of  the New Era which an-
nounces that the Fraternal Order
of  Police is asking for money to
supplement the cost of  bulletproof
vests for local law enforcement.

I wonder how many bulletproof
vests could have been bought with
the money  foolishly spent by our
police department for Segways,
Harleys, and the special  uniforms
and equipment for the bike riders?

Bill Hall

Hopkinsville, Ky.
(Editor’s Note: Hopkinsville Police Chief Guy Howie has said the
FOP funds are not used for HPD vests.)
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The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom 
of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to 
assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

There's legitimate reason to complain when
the General Assembly does almost nothing.

Even worse, though, is when it passes legis-
lation that makes matters worse.

That's the risk the House will run with Sen-
ate Bill 105, which has already cleared the
upper chamber.

SB 105, sponsored by Sen. Dan Seum, R-
Fairdale, and Paul Hornback, R-Shelbyville,
allows people to use metal detectors in state
parks or monuments.

It provides that they register at the office,
"if  there is one," but does not require them to
get permission or to provide any other infor-
mation about either what they plan to do or,
after the fact, what they found and where.

SB 105 is unnecessary because there al-
ready is a law, the state antiquities act, that
deals with archaeological research on state
and municipal property in Kentucky.

Worse, it's in conflict with that law.
George Crothers, director of  the Office of

State Archeology, which administers the an-
tiquities act, said it sets out a permitting
process before historic or prehistoric sites are
excavated, and stipulates that any artifacts
discovered remain the property of  the state.

SB 105, he said, "seems to be circumventing
that process."

When trained archeologists do their work
they gain information from the context as
well as the artifacts, he said. "It's not about
the process of  discovery it's about how they
(the artifacts) came to be there."

Amateurs using metal detectors, on the
other hand, may discover objects but are
unlikely to make the detailed observations
and notes that help solve the mystery of
how they got there.

Even if  they did surrender what they find
to the proper authorities, the information is
lost. Many, though, will never turn over the
artifacts they find on public properties or
even report them. Kentucky's treasures in-
stead will either be kept for their private col-
lections or sold to the highest bidder.

The result is that both the artifacts and the in-
formation — our history — are lost to Kentucky.

SB 105 has been skating under the radar.
Neither Crothers nor the Kentucky Heritage
Council were consulted before it was intro-
duced. With the support of  Seum, the major-
ity caucus chair, it passed the Senate.

That's where this bill should end. 

From the Lexington Herald-Leader

“I don’t wait for moods.
You accomplish nothing
if you do that. Your mind
must know it has got to
get down to work.”
Pearl S. Buck

American writer, author of “The Good Earth” (1892-1973)


