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W
hat passes for state government’s 
regulatory apparatus will get first 
crack at deciding if Richie Farmer 
abused his authority when he ran 

the Department of Agriculture. The Personnel 
Board and the Executive Branch Ethics Com-
mission are scheduled to take up the Farmer 
matter at their meetings Monday, and they will 
have plenty to chew on.  

They can start with the 151-page report from 
State Auditor Adam Edelen. The audit is known 
for its harsh assessment of Farmer and the way 
he ran the Department of Agriculture – creating 
a “toxic culture of entitlement and self-dealing 
at Kentucky taxpayers’ expense,” in the words 
of a press release that accompanied the report 
late last month. 

The allegations of misuse of public office in 
the audit piled up to such an extent it will be a 
task just to figure out who gets what – a grand 
jury, the state and federal revenue watchdogs, or 
simply the functionaries of ethics and person-
nel, which could mean fines and reprimands.

The focus of the regulators will be the 2008 
convention of the Southern Association of State 
Departments of Agriculture, which has 17 mem-
ber states. Farmer, as chairman, hosted it in 
Lexington. While Farmer contends that no state 
money was spent on the convention, which cost 
a little over $200,000, that may not have been 
the case.

The member commissioners at such conven-
tions expect gifts from the host, and Kentucky 
was no exception. Farmer, with the coffers fu-
eled by private donations, had scope-mounted 
rifles, pricey cigars, liquor, knives and gift cards. 
But now it’s a question of where all of the left-
over gifts went – to Farmer or employees in his 
department. Not everyone wanted a rifle. Did 
they all smoke?

The audit said Farmer had state employees 
on state time take him hunting and shopping, 
construct a basketball court in his backyard, 
mow his lawn and even drive his dog back and 
forth between his home here and a Louisville 
hotel during the Kentucky State Fair.

Even before this mess came to light, Farm-
er had to deal with reports that he had hired 
his girlfriend as a special assistant for $5,000 a 
month, and there’ve been questions about what 
she did, if anything, at taxpayers’ expense. 
Then there were thousands more that he spent 
on hotel rooms not all that far from his home in 
Frankfort for a high school basketball tourna-
ment in Lexington. State officials have gotten in 
trouble with the law before over these kinds of 
things, particularly for someone on the public 
payroll who wasn’t paid for their services. 

Farmer and his attorney have denied any 
wrongdoing and said it would be tough to make 
a case for felony wrongdoing. Time will tell. 
There are plenty who are browsing through 
the audit, and there’s political advantage to the 
Democrats to stringing something embarrass-
ing, if not worse, to the out-of-power Republi-
cans.

Everyone knows that Farmer is a basketball 
icon in Kentucky. But his sense of public trust is 
a joke. The Personnel Board and the Executive 
Branch Ethics Commission can take the “toxic” 
cue from the auditor’s report and formally say 
so. 

Farmer’s 
‘toxic’ title 
will stick
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S
o apparently, Barack Obama is 
finally done evolving.

That, you will recall, was the 
president’s word for the pro-

cess of reconsidering his opposition 
to same-sex marriage. Last week, af-
ter being publicly and inadvertently (?) 
prodded by his vice president, Obama 
announced the results of all that cogi-
tation. He told ABC News he has “just 
concluded that for me personally it is 
important for me to go ahead and af-
firm that I think same-sex couples 
should be able to get married.”

It was a historic statement from a 
historic president, a moment of politi-
cal courage from an administration 
that has provided fewer such moments 
than you would like. And the timing 
was serendipity itself.

Obama’s statement came a day af-
ter North Carolina enacted an amend-
ment to the state constitution banning 
same-sex marriage. This, on top of a 
law already on the books that does the 
same thing. No one will ever accuse the 
state of excessive subtlety.

In the context of that dispiriting de-
feat, Obama’s embrace of marriage 
equality offers not just a rebuke to one 
state’s atavistic backwardness, but al-
so a bracing reminder that progress 
will not be denied, that change comes, 
come what may.

It is an irrefutable truth from which, 

pardon the tautology, conservative Re-
publicans have long been in full flight. 
The amendment, placed on the ballot 
by Republican state legislators, is on-
ly the latest in a series of recent efforts 
to turn back progress. In this case, the 
Grand Old Party went after progress 
that is still in the marking. Alarmingly, 
however, they have also sought to turn 
back progress that was made decades 
ago.

Who would have thought that in 
2012, we would be debating a woman’s 
access to contraception? Or re-litigat-
ing the merits of the Civil Rights Act? 
Or fighting to prevent a key provision 
of the Voting Rights Act from being re-
pealed?

In “B-Movie,” his scalpel-sharp 
skewering of the Reagan revolution, the 
late, great Gil Scott-Heron derided what 
he saw as a tendency “not to face now 
or tomorrow, but to face backwards.” 
That song was released in 1981, and the 
tendency has only grown more pro-
nounced since then.

Hence, the re-election slogan that 
Team Obama has been test-driving in 
recent days: “Forward,” they say. The 
implied suggestion, of course, is that 
the other party will take us in the oth-
er direction. But that is not simply the 
choice that frames the balloting in No-
vember. It is also the choice that frames 
this era.

Some of us strain toward a mythic 
past of perceived tranquility and stark 

moral choices when, to quote Scott-
Heron again, “movies were in black and 
white and so was everything else” – in 
other words, the proverbial “good old 
days.” They don’t seem to know _ more 
likely, they just don’t care – that some of 
us never had good old days.

For the nation’s gay and lesbian cit-
izens, this is as close to good old days 
as they have ever come. And the idea 
that they can be turned back from the 
threshold of freedom by a state con-
stitutional amendment or by 50 state 
constitutional amendments misreads 
human nature. You will as easily re-
turn women to the kitchen as you will 
return gay people to the closet, to the 
days when their sexual orientation was 
regarded as both a mental disorder and 
an indictable crime.

Let those who need to do so final-
ly get it through their heads that gay 
people are not going to go back there 
– would you? The president has em-
braced this. By contrast, North Caroli-
na embraces only the stubborn intran-
sigence of those who desperately need 
to wake up and smell the 21st century.

We have seen it before, the mulish-
ness of those who think that by sheer 
obstinacy, they can turn back the tide 
of change. Those people ended up on 
the wrong side of history.

They are about to have company.
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You can’t stop progress
Nation’s gay and lesbian citizens aren’t going back
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The following appeared May 5 in The Plain Dealer:

P
resident Barack Obama is right about 
one thing: The American people are 
weary of war. They are weary of an Af-
ghan war that began righteously, in 

pursuit of the evil-doers who plotted the 9/11 
terrorist assault, but whose capital was frittered 
away with the sideshow of unnecessary war in 
Iraq. They’re weary of a war that is itself now a 
sideshow to the Taliban’s rise, abetted by new 
terrorist havens in Pakistan.

More than a decade after 9/11, the downside 
of waging an endless, worldwide, 24/7 “war on 
terror” is sinking in. Nonstop war has sapped 
our resources and the resilience of our armed 
forces. So one can’t fault the president for try-
ing to put the best face on his latest plan: an 
orderly retreat from these frustrating, costly 
wars. Nor is it a bad plan.

But Obama is wrong to oversimplify the 
dangers. We’re bidding well to repeat the error 
of 1989, when America walked away and left 
Afghanistan to descend into chaos. Americans 
may be weary, but the stakes, in Afghanistan 
and elsewhere, remain frighteningly high.

War stakes remain high
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