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Nat’l championships should not supersede other goals
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 By Al Cross
It was a very Blue week in the 

capital of Big Blue Nation, and 
all the “hoop”-la about a national 
championship for the University 
of Kentucky brought to mind the 
only trip I ever made to Hickman, 
the most distant county seat in Ken-
tucky. It was a cold, dank and rainy 
night,  and I pulled up to a little con-
venience store and walked in.

The fi rst thing I saw inside was 
the annual Kentucky Wildcats bas-
ketball calendar, occupying more 
wall space than anything else in the 
store. In a town twice as far from 
Lexington as it is from Memphis, 
it was still Kentucky - and the Cats 
were the civil religion, a blue thread 
tying a diverse state together. 

Last week, that religion reached 
new levels in the Superdome as for-
mer University of Louisville coach 
Denny Crum wore blue Monday 
night and sat next to former UK 
coach Joe B. Hall, who had implored 
rabid fans on both sides to “bury the 
hate” before the two schools’ Satur-
day night face-off. After that game, 
Cardinal coach and ex-Wildcat 
coach Rick Pitino told arch-rival 
John Calipari of UK to bring the 
trophy home to Kentucky. 

High praise to them all. For at 
least a couple of days, our civil reli-
gion included all of college basket-
ball in Kentucky. Yes, it was a week 
to feel good, but now that it’s over, 
it’s time to refl ect about doing good, 
and, as Coach Cal likes to say of his 
Cats, about getting better. 

Let’s start with the universities 
that fi eld the teams. They are the 
pinnacle of education in one of the 
least-educated states in America, 
and should be beacons of inspira-
tion and opportunity for all. But 
their share of state support has 
steadily declined in recent years and 
this year, the General Assembly cut 

them another 6.4 percent, rejected a 
$25 million bond pool for maintenance 
Gov. Steve Beshear had proposed and 
again refused to let them issue their 
own bonds for needed improvements. 

Kentucky education has made prog-
ress in the last 20 years, but we still have 
too many places where it is not valued 
highly enough. One reason for that is 
an archaic law,  dating to the 1920s that 
lets students drop out of school at 16. 
Gov. Steve Beshear and his wife, Jane, 
have campaigned to raise the manda-
tory school attendance age to 18, but 
Republicans in the state Senate have 
repeatedly blocked the idea. 

A state that lets kids drop out at 16 is 
not a state that has fully embraced the 
idea of a well-educated populace, and 
one that lags behind the rest of the na-
tion. As House Education Committee 
Chairman Carl Rollins,  D-Midway, 
said in pushing the latest anti-dropout 
bill, “We have to change the culture.” 
Our state’s educational short com-
ings are partly responsible for its poor 
health status, one of the worst in the 
nation. The latest health rankings show 

Kentucky eighth in premature death. 
For years, our bugaboo for bad health 
was tobacco, which for decades was 
our main cash crop. Abuse of prescrip-
tion drugs is a problem, worse here 
perhaps than in any other state. The 
bill the legislature most needs to pass 
when it returns for one day is the one 
to crack down on pill mills. 

It was encouraging to see a bipar-
tisan statement Friday from Beshear, 
Attorney General Jack Conway, House 
Speaker Greg Stumbo, Senate Repub-
lican Floor Leader Robert Stivers, 
Sen. Jimmy Higdon, R-Lebanon, and 
House Judiciary Committee Chairman 
John Tilley, D-Hopkinsville, pushing 
for the bill. That’s the kind of team-
work that helped the Cats win. 

There are many more examples of 
work that needs to be done, so let’s 
wear the blue and cheer the Cats (and 
the Cards, Racers, Hilltoppers, and all 
the rest) but keep our eye on the ball 
that matters: making our state better.
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Taking a stroll
A wild turkey strolls across a pasture off  Knox Lillard Rd. Th e big birds are comfortable 

on their feet and will run away fr om danger when they need to. Turkeys had bett er keep their 
eyes open because hunting season begins Saturday. Photo by Kelley Warnick
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On April 12, lawmakers will assemble for the last 
day of the 60-day session. While the General Assembly 
concluded the bulk of its work before leaving Frank-
fort last Friday, it left one of the most critical pieces 
of legislation for our state and communities uncom-
pleted. The General Assembly has yet to pass House 
Bill 4, commonly referred to as the pill mill bill. The 
measure, which would provide oversight of pain clinics 
and greater monitoring of prescription drug abuse, has 
strong bipartisan support in both chambers and from 
the Governor. In addition, city offi cials from every cor-
ner of our state have advocated for passage of this leg-
islation as essential to protecting the quality of life in 
our communities.  

Prescription drug abuse is perpetuated in our com-
munities through fraudulent pain management facili-
ties. These “pill mills” are set up almost overnight and 
quickly have drug users lined up around city blocks to 
get more pain medicine to abuse or sell. Right now, 
when the owners of the facilities sense they are under 
investigation, they can easily relocate in another com-
munity, delaying law enforcement action.

As the mayors of Kentucky cities, we see the slew of 
social and economic problems caused by prescription 
drug abuse. Theft, home invasions, robbery, increased 
violence, incarceration, expensive rehabilitation treat-
ment, medical costs from overdoses and drug related 
injuries all threaten the safety of citizens and affect the 
bottom line for taxpayers.

Additionally, our communities absorb the economic 
impact of abusers’ time lost from work and increased 
demand on social welfare programs. Many of our local 
businesses can’t get enough workers who can pass a 
drug screening, and businesses who may consider lo-
cating here turn away at the sight of this pervasive drug 
abuse.    

House Bill 4 would require pain management cen-
ters be owned by licensed medical professionals or 
hospitals. The Kentucky Board of Medical Licensure 
would be required to stop granting licenses to doctors 
charged for over-prescribing in other states and imme-
diately suspend licenses when doctors are indicted.

It gives law enforcement increased access to the 
data. Right now, law enforcement cannot see data re-
garding unusual prescribing practices. The bill requires 
more doctors to check patient histories before prescrib-
ing  drugs and outlines mandatory addiction awareness 
training. Additionally, it makes Kentucky a part of the 
interstate compact for state prescription monitoring 
programs, since we all know that this problem does not 
recognize geographic boundaries.  

Local leaders and citizens are relying on the General 
Assembly to take strong and decisive action on this is-
sue right now. As pointed out by the Attorney General in 
a legal opinion last year, city and county governments 
lack the legal authority to impose local laws to eradi-
cate this problem. Therefore, the burden falls squarely 
on the shoulders of the members of the General As-
sembly to ensure that this legislation is enacted and that 
it is not weakened to eliminate many of the important 
requirements, such as the immediate requirement for 
physician ownership of pain management clinics.

This legislation is far too important for the future of 
our Commonwealth to be derailed or weakened by the 
Kentucky Medical Association or separate pain clinic 
interests. The General Assembly must remain resolute 
to keep Kentucky from becoming the pill mill capital 
of the United States.  

If the members of the General Assembly fail to act 
with conviction on this legislation, they should untie 
the hands of local governments because local offi cials 
have the fortitude and courage to take bold action to 
save their communities from this scourge. 

All citizens should join with their local offi cials in 
contacting lawmakers to urge enactment of strong leg-
islation to address prescription drug abuse on April 12.  

Henderson Mayor Steve Austin, Winchester 
Mayor Ed Burtner, Hazard Mayor Nan Gorman, 

Pikeville Mayor Frank Justice, Hopkinsville Mayor 
Dan Kemp, Paducah Mayor Bill Paxton, Paintsville 

Mayor Bob Porter, Crestview Hills Mayor Paul 
Meier and London Mayor Troy Rudder 

Bill would crack down on 
prescription drug abuse

Walt Handelsman, Newsday, New York


