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Mallard Fillmore

In what can only be described as the
height of wishful thinking, state Rep.
Adam Koenig of Erlanger is floating a

bill that would facilitate the consolidation of
counties.

House Bill 204 is before the Local Govern-
ment Committee and would make it possible
for two or more counties to voluntarily con-
solidate, should the voters in those counties
approve, of course.

It has long been the contention of the polit-
ically studious that Kentucky has far too many
counties, 120 to be exact, and that the elimi-
nation of some would make for more efficient
and effective local government. Some have
gone as far as to suggest that Kentucky needs
only seven counties and that they could be
defined by the seven federally-established
area development districts, which already
serve as valuable resources for local govern-
ment agencies within their respective regions.

History buffs will note that the common-
wealth’s counties were formed to facilitate
travel to county seats by horseback, the idea
being that residents could get to the court-
house in no more than a day.

Such reasoning is clearly antiquated, but
we in Kentucky have grown fond of our rela-
tively small counties — by today’s transporta-
tion standards. ey make for great basketball
rivalries and allow more people to seek and
obtain big-fish-in-a-small-pond elective of-
fice.

We all think our county is better than the
next county over, and we want to keep it that
way, no matter how much sense it might
make to think outside the shape of our many
strange shapes. No wonder redistricting is a
challenge even to those with good intentions.

at said, there has been a willingness to
merge cities and counties, starting many
years ago with Lexington and Fayette County
and resulting in the same move in recent
years with Louisville and Jefferson County.

Legislation was initially written decades
ago specifically to allow the change in Lexing-
ton but was made adaptable to smaller cities
and counties. Even though no others have
taken the leap, the conversation has been ele-
vated again recently in several communities
much smaller than Lexington and Louisville.

And our school districts have been merging
— often painfully, but usually successfully —
for even longer than the prospect of merging
city and county governments was raised.

Merging counties is a much different and
more difficult proposition, at least for now. It
will begin to happen someday, however, and
that could be in large part for reasons much
like the one our forefathers used, sans the
horses.

For example, how often does the average
resident have a need to go to the county
courthouse? When you need to pay your
property taxes. When you’re called to jury
duty. When it’s time to renew your driver’s li-
cense.

All of those tasks, and more, will soon be
conducted online. You’ll be as close to your
courthouse as the nearest computer or smart-
phone.

Already in play are the widely-acknowl-
edged benefits that come from working to-
gether to provide more efficient government,
not only between cities and counties but be-
tween neighboring county governments.
Some examples include interlocal agreements
to operate regional jails, landfills and recy-
cling services, 911 dispatching services and
clean water.

Accomplishing a merger is a lengthy and
complicated process. It rightfully involves a
lot of participation from the voters, both be-
fore a measure goes to the ballot and after.
Koenig’s bill is no different. 

In the cities and counties that have dis-
cussed merged governments, the most often
heard concern comes from constituents in
small towns or magisterial districts that they
might become somehow disenfranchised be-
cause their representation could become di-
luted by the existence of larger districts and
precincts that emerge from the transition.

at is a strong but not insurmountable ar-
gument. Imagine how much stronger it would
be, though, when complete counties come
into play.

e possibilities are fascinating — and re-
mote.

Keonig’s bill could and should pass. at
hope is not the wishful thinking of which we
speak. Selling the idea to voters in any county
anytime soon will be the challenge. We’re just
not there yet.
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Send your letters:
“Voice of the People” letters may be

mailed to The Advocate-Messenger,
330 South Fourth Street, Danville, KY,
40422, faxed to (859) 236-9566, or
sent by email to letters@amnews.com
and should be kept to a maximum of
350 words.

Letters must include the name, ad-
dress and telephone number of the au-
thor for verification purposes. Only the
name and town will be published.

The Advocate reserves the right to
edit all letters for length or content.

Jack Abramoff’s atonement 
WASHINGTON — Fallen super-

lobbyist Jack Abramoff is out
of prison now but still doing

penance. On Monday after-
noon, he performed the
Washington equivalent of
donning a hair shirt: He ap-
peared before the liberal
advocacy group Public Citi-
zen to field questions from
reporters and campaign-fi-
nance-reform activists. 

“If somebody told me a
number of years ago that I’d be sitting in
this room, in this building, talking to all of
you,” Abramoff told those assembled in
Public Citizen’s Dupont Circle brown-
stone, “and not have cuffs on or some-
thing like that, I would probably not have
believed them.” 

Yet there he was, looking up at a pic-
ture of Ralph Nader — “my entire politi-
cal career was in some way or another
opposed to Ralph Nader” — and offering
to do what he could “to help those I
frankly disdained and those I couldn’t
stand, including those in this building.” 

e disdain was mutual — and it en-
dures. Public Citizen President Robert
Weissman, tasked with introducing
Abramoff to the lions in the den, did it
like this: “Jack is someone who doesn’t
need an introduction, and I won’t give
him one.” But the Naderite group was
smart to host Abramoff. He has the po-
tential to blow the whistle on the real
scandal: Much of what he did was, and
remains, perfectly legal. 

“I was involved deeply in a system of
bribery — legalized bribery for the most

part; illegal bribery, unfortunately for me,
somewhat,” he said Monday. “And that
system, which I took advantage of, which
I also took for granted as do many who
are still in it, still to a large part exists
today.” 

Abramoff has written a book, done
hundreds of interviews and become a
blogger for the anti-corruption Republic
Report. He points out that there’s little fi-
nancial benefit to him in this (he owes
$44 million in reparations). For all ap-
pearances, he has shed his black fedora
for the proverbial white hat of the re-
former. 

at doesn’t excuse him for his elabo-
rate efforts to buy lawmakers and staffers
or for the millions of dollars he essen-
tially stole from Indian tribes. But he does
make a better case for reforms than the
liberal activists ever could. 

Consider his argument for term limits,
for example. “I was against that as a lob-
byist,” he said. “Frankly, I was against it
because once you buy a congressional of-
fice you don’t want to have to repurchase
that office a few years down the line.” And
the longer lawmakers remain on the job,
he argued, the more likely they are to
have a price tag: “Most people start slip-
ping into a corrupt — they fall into the
miasma.” 

Consider, too, his case for ending the
revolving door between K Street and the
government. Abramoff described his
practice of “featherbedding” — making
job offers to chiefs of staff in Congress. “I
started to notice pretty quickly was the
second I said that to them,” he said, “they
were so incredibly complimented, that

they, from then on anything I asked was
just absolutely granted.” 

As word of the job offers spread, “it
seemed 90 percent of the people I dealt
with up there wanted to come work for
me.” Often, “they planned to go with me
in a year or six months but from that en-
tire period of time they really worked
with me anyway. ... at was an incredi-
ble way to control a congressional office.” 

Consider, as well, Abramoff’s explana-
tion of how lawmakers are bought. “What
you need to do as a lobbyist is not buy
votes,” he explained. “What lobbying is
about in large part is becoming friends
with them,” raising money for them, and
providing them with “a stream of goodies
that led to an ability to ask them back for
a stream of goodies the other way.” 

His criticism has apparently struck a
nerve on K Street, because the American
League of Lobbyists has been trying to
rebut it. “I’m not even sure you could
qualify Abramoff as a lobbyist,” wrote
Paul Miller, the group’s president. “I
would call this a criminal.” 

Abramoff was a criminal. But much of
what he did was typical. “If they think
what I’m saying is an exaggeration, that
what’s going on Capitol Hill is nothing
like what I’m saying and that I’ve made
all this up — OK, what can I say,” he told
the Public Citizen crowd. “Hopefully peo-
ple will realize I am speaking sincerely
and honestly.” 

Finally, Abramoff appears to be telling
the truth. 

Dana Milbank’s email address is danamil-
bank@washpost.com. 
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Presidents have had New Deals,
Fair Deals and a “war on poverty”
aimed at lifting up the poor and

preventing the middle and working classes
from backsliding. 

Even presidents and presidential candi-
dates who probably were much more con-
cerned with Wall Street barons and oil
tycoons acted as if they cared about the
poor. (Remember George W. Bush and
“compassionate conservatism”?)

And now we have Mitt Romney, who
began his first full day after the Florida pri-
mary victory that probably destines him to
be the Republicans’ presidential nominee
by telling a startled CNN interviewer, “I’m
not concerned about the very poor.”

Romney later insisted that the quote

was taken out of context — he added that
a safety net protects the poor, pledged to
fix it if it’s in need of repairs and empha-
sized aid to the struggling middle class —
and still later said he “misspoke” and
made a “slip up on a word.” 

(Which is it? Was he misquoted, or did
he misspeak? Apparently, that’s his story,
and he’s sticking to it — whatever it is on
any given day.)

e problem is that the context of Rom-
ney’s remark is actually far more troubling
than the single line that has received so
much attention as the latest example of his
tin ear. ..

... his professed middle-income con-
cern for “the 90, 95 percent of Americans
who right now are struggling” shows ap-

palling ignorance about the extent of
poverty in this country. According to the
2010 Census, 15.1 percent of Americans —
more than 46 million people — live in
poverty. 

e percentage for children is 22 per-
cent, and wildly disproportionate num-
bers of them will remain poor all of their
lives. And those numbers turn on a defini-
tion of poverty — an annual household in-
come of $22,314 a year for a family of four
— that is well below a floor that marks se-
vere hardship.

Yet, those are the people that Romney,
as president of the United States, wouldn’t
worry about. at should worry everyone
else.

The Courier Journal, Louisville, Feb. 4

Romney’s concern for poor should be a concern
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