Troy Anderson’s Editorials in The Press-Enterprise:
STATE: Smart news
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Smart phones, iPads and other high-tech ways of staying informed do not change a fundamental principle of news: Quality matters. The way people access news might evolve, but reliable information is still key to being well-informed. And consumers in a world of online chatter and 24-hour news channels should thoroughly understand the distinction.

A new survey by the Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism, released last week, reports that Americans now get news in a wide variety of ways. And how people stay informed depends largely on age: Americans over 40 look first to newspapers and television, while younger Americans rely more heavily on the Internet.

But where people get their news matters far less than the credibility of the information. The adage that people should not believe everything they read applies strongly to the Internet. Anyone can post online, but that fact does not make a report trustworthy.

Professional journalism strives to be objective, adhere to fact and organize complex information in an easily digestible form. Professional news stories — no matter what platform they end up on — go through a process of editing and vetting that prizes accuracy and completeness. Granted, the result may not always live up to the ideal, but the goal of careful reporting remains.

Done right, such journalism provides consumers with essential information about their world. Few people have the time, expertise or patience to sort through the minutia of government, for example. But knowledge of official actions is crucial to holding government accountable. Public scrutiny is vital to deterring graft, corruption, insider dealing and special interest agendas. Without the facts, democracy withers.

In reality, much of the news that pops up on the Internet or social networking sites originates from professional news organizations. Newspapers might seem passé to a generation raised on computers — but the fundamentals of good reporting are the same, regardless of platform.

Where people get their news is shifting as technology develops. But careful consumers will search for content that still offers the details of who, what, where, when and why. Reports that skip those basics might be entertaining; they are just not news.

STATE: Vaccine sense
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Published: 26 September 2011 11:45 AM

California does not need students missing school because they failed to get vaccinated for whooping cough. Nor should those children put others at risk of the disease. Parents should make sure their children receive the proper immunization, to avoid health hazards and educational disruptions.

A new state law requires students in grades 7 through 12 to get a booster shot to inoculate against whooping cough. But many students did not have the required immunization by the start of school, forcing a scramble by parents and schools to meet the requirement.

The new law stemmed from last year’s epidemic, when California had 9,146 cases of whooping cough, the most in 63 years. The disease starts with cold-like symptoms, but develops into a severe, rapid cough that often results in a whooping sound. The illness is highly contagious and can be deadly, particularly for the elderly and babies. Last year, 10 infants — most under two months of age — died from the disease, including two in San Bernardino County.

The state does not need to repeat that experience, especially since a vaccination can effectively prevent the disease. Most children get the vaccine as youngsters, but research shows the immunization wears off over time. So a booster shot for teens helps prevent the spread of whooping cough.

And failing to comply with the new law creates educational chaos. Children without the booster miss classwork and school activities. And schools receive funding based on attendance. If students are absent because they missed a vaccination, it can cost districts thousands of dollars a day. Education budgets are already strained without losing money for needless reasons.

Nor is there any excuse for not getting immunized. Schools made strenuous efforts to notify parents about the new requirement. And plenty of low-cost options exist. Some districts, such as Moreno Valley Unified, offered the immunization at free clinics. Various state and federal programs provide the shot at little or no cost to eligible students. Parents can find the details at http://www.shotsforschool.org/parentinfo.html.

Parents and students should not let fear of side effects scare them, either. Avoiding immunization poses a much greater health hazard than vaccination. The chances of any ill effects from the vaccine are far smaller than the likelihood of contracting a dangerous, but preventable, disease.

Californians should not need a law to ensure that their children receive proper immunization. Whooping cough can be a killer, as last year demonstrated. But the right precautions can neutralize that menace.

Whooping cough can be a killer, as last year demonstrated. But the right precautions can neutralize that menace.

Inland Americana

Published: 06 September 2011 09:22 PM

The Wigwam Motel in San Bernardino is nostalgic kitsch. But it also represents a piece of California -- and the nation's -- history. National Park Service officials should place the facility on the National Register of Historic Places to help protect this bit of Americana.

Owner Jack Patel bought the dilapidated San Bernardino motel in 2003 and is working to restore the tepee exteriors to their original 1949 appearance. This summer he petititoned the state Office of Historic Preservation to urge federal park officials to include the motel on the national register.

Park service officials should agree. The motel, which boasts 19 tepee-shaped rooms, has clear historical value. It's emblematic of the heyday of Route 66, the "mother road" that brought so many migrants westward to California. The highway, which initially ran from Chicago to Los Angeles, inspired both a popular song and a television show that ran from 1960-64. Adding the motel to the register would help preserve a sense of local and national history.

Granted, park officials shouldn't cheapen the historic designation by recognizing just any spot along the highway, even on a road as storied as Route 66. But the wigwam motels are unique historical landmarks. And federal officials have already placed two other wigwam motels on the register, including one along Route 66 in Arizona.

Perhaps too often, Southern California highways are lined with gas stations, fast food restaurants and nondescript commercial buildings. The wigwam motels, by contrast, are distinctive icons of a bygone era. Putting the San Bernardino motel on the registry would help ensure that future generations can get some kicks on Route 66, too.

Crucial decorum

Published: 02 September 2011 09:12 PM

Hemet City Council meetings should feature civil deliberation, not remind people of "The Jerry Springer Show." There is no excuse for Hemet's public meetings degenerating into insults, threats and disorder. Mayor Jerry Franchville should enforce decorum rules more strictly. But the public should also treat city meetings -- and other residents -- with respect.

Hemet Mayor Jerry Franchville last month vowed to crack down on rowdy behavior at council meetings, which has included yelling, booing and threatening others. The city's financial woes have delivered a series of emotionally charged issues, such as cuts to public safety and contracting out trash services.

But painful choices do not justify disruptive behavior by those who attend council meetings. Taunting speakers does not further any public goal, but weakens the respectful debate necessary for setting sound public policy. Even vigorous debate can be healthy, but not if unruly conduct discourages residents from participating in crucial city decisions. Intimidation that obstructs public input hardly improves city government.

The mayor may hold the gavel, but those attending council meetings also have a responsibility to behave properly. Civic duty includes showing respect for opposing viewpoints. Those who vent without concern for the effect on the processes of government do the city and their neighbors a disservice.

Hemet is wrestling with some tough and sensitive public issues, but that fact does not override the need for basic courtesy. Cities welcome residents who care deeply about their community. But such civic commitment should not include noisy bullying better suited to TV's tabloid talk shows.

Slamming taxpayers

Published: 12 August 2011 08:07 PM

California prison guards are supposed to be public servants, not high rollers. And they certainly should not enjoy a taxpayer-funded trip to their union's annual convention in Las Vegas. The state should strip this largesse from its next contract with the union.

The corrections department will spend $350,000 to pay hundreds of correctional officers their salaries while they attend the union's convention Aug. 16-19. The benefit, dubbed activist release time, is stuck in the guards' current labor contract, which the state approved in May. The pact runs through July 2, 2013.

But there is no legitimate reason for taxpayers to subsidize union activity, and the state should junk this handout in its next contract with the 30,000-member labor group. Union functions do not qualify as public business -- and should have no claim on a state treasury already facing bloated prison costs driven in part by excessive pay for guards.

The initial rationale for the perk, first negotiated in 1999, was that the union accepted a smaller salary hike in exchange for the convention pay. But under a contract with the state that ran from 2001-06, the guards racked up a 34 percent pay raise -- more than twice as much as the average state employee got during that period. The guards also received a range of costly perks and benefits, courtesy of taxpayers. This generosity coincided with the union's record as an especially lavish donor to legislators' election campaigns.

The state's nonpartisan legislative analyst concluded in 2008 that the guards, some of whom then earned more than $73,000 a year, were overpaid for a job that requires only a high-school diploma. And a report this year in the Wall Street Journal found that California prison guards can pocket six-figure incomes "in overtime and bonuses alone." Such findings suggest little need for contract sweeteners to offset smaller-than-requested raises.

Ron Yank, a retired labor attorney who negotiated the new contract with the state, argues the provision helps workers engage in the democratic process of selecting union leaders. But it is the responsibility of the unions themselves, and not taxpayers, to support workers' participation in union elections.

Besides, other unions in California generally reimburse the state for any days their workers spend on union activities. There is no reason the prison guards should not do likewise.

Activist release time is hardly the only egregious provision in the guards' labor pact, of course. California has a shameful history of handing dubious perks to the unions that fill state politicians' campaign coffers. Taxpayers should have no patience for any of it -- and should bristle at the spectacle of tax-supported activism in Vegas next week.


Canine Rx

Published: 07 August 2011 10:52 PM

Sometimes the most effective therapy isn't a new drug or treatment, but a best friend. Drago, a therapy dog, is providing that medicine to patients at Arrowhead Regional Medical Center. Area residents should support the work that therapy dogs and their handlers do in boosting the health and spirits of patients at Inland hospitals.

Drago -- a golden retriever-yellow Labrador mix with a heart for the sick -- and similar dogs are trained to bring comfort and compassion to hospital patients. Through the Arrowhead Pet Assisted Therapy program, Drago and other dogs visit patients -- generating lots of smiles and good vibes.

Nationwide, more than 30,000 therapy dogs are registered through the nonprofit groups Delta Society and Therapy Dogs International.

These dogs provide patients with many benefits -- a "medicine without side effects." A visit brightens a patient's mood, helping him forget his pain. Some credit the animals with helping them to recover more quickly. For pediatric patients, the dogs provide distractions so nurses can more easily give children shots.

Visits by dogs such as Drago offer tangible health benefits, too. Petting an animal lowers blood pressure and reduces stress and anxiety, according to Therapy Dogs International. After petting a dog, humans experience a massive release of such beneficial hormones as prolactin, oxytocin and phenylethylamine, Arrowhead spokesman Jorge Valencia says.

The fact that dogs such as Drago improve health illustrates one of the reasons why people and dogs form such close bonds. Therapy dog owners exhibit a similar devotion to others -- volunteering to bring cheer to the ailing. They deserve public support because the best medicine might just be a trusty companion.

      
Widespread charity?
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The Press-Enterprise
The poor and hungry in the Inland region are no less deserving than the down-and-out elsewhere in California. Yet, private foundations give Inland nonprofits a fraction of what they give charities elsewhere in the state. Foundations should address this inequity in an area where suffering from the economic downturn is especially severe.
Foundations only give $27 per capita to the more than 10,000 nonprofits in the Inland region, according to a 2009 study funded by the James IrvineFoundation. That compares to $119 per capita statewide and $139 per capita inLos Angeles County. Inland nonprofit groups, led by The Community Foundation, formed a partnership in March to raise awareness of the discrepancy and encourage more giving Inland.

Foundations and philanthropists should take the Inland pleas seriously and address the disparity out of a sense of compassion and fairness. The mission of many foundations is to support the nonprofits that help those with few places to turn. But the lopsided distribution of funds effectively denies assistance to many of those who need it most.

And the human need in Riverside and San Bernardino counties is greater than in most parts of the state. The two-county area has the second-highest rate of home foreclosures and the highest rate of unemployment of any metropolitan region in the nation. Many Inland residents who have lost their jobs, savings and homes are turning to nonprofit groups for help. Inland nonprofits need more private funding to meet this demand.

The predicament of the unemployed and homeless varies little whether they are in Beverly Hills or Beaumont. Foundations should treat people in both regions equally -- acting as good Samaritans regardless of where folks happen to be struggling.

Classwork first
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Public broadcasting stations should not stay on the public dole in perpetuity. TheSan Bernardino Community College District should spend taxpayer dollars on educating students, not on subsidizing a broadcast station. The district needs to wean KVCR off public funding and continue to encourage the station to boost private donations.
District Chancellor Bruce Baron last week asked KVCR's president, Larry Ciecalone, to raise more money as state support for the district dwindles. The state is trimming about $400 million from the $5.9 billion budget of California's community college system. For the San Bernardino district, this means a cut of $6 million in its $70 million general fund budget.

Preserving basic education should be the top priority for a district that plans to cancel about 600 of its 3,400 classes this summer and fall. The district also anticipates shrinking enrollment -- now 21,000 -- by 2,000 students. Against this backdrop, there is no reason for the district to keep spending $1.6 million a year on KVCR. Preserving classroom instruction should take precedence over broadcasting subsidies.

The station does provide a valuable public service and offers students radio, film and television training. But in an era of media-outlet proliferation and diminishing public budgets, subsidized broadcast stations need to become more competitive and self-sufficient. If these stations produce strong content that resonates with the public, they should be able to sustain operations by raising money from viewers and supporters in the private sector.

The free-spending era when taxpayer dollars could pay for a wide swath of discretionary programs is over. District officials need to set priorities, and core college functions need to come first.

Science triumph
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The far-out worlds of Ray Bradbury and Isaac Asimov were the realms of imagination not long ago. Today, people like UC Riverside professor Alex Balandin are turning what was science fiction into reality. Area residents should cheer Balandin for his trailblazing work that has earned him a prestigious award from the Nanotechnology Council.

The council next month will present the professor of electrical engineering with the Pioneer of Nanotechnology Award for 2011. The groundbreaking research by Balandin, who grew up reading Bradbury and Asimov, could enable all computers to run exponentially faster and cooler. The research focuses on phonons -- an atomic unit of energy. It also involves graphene, a single-atom-thick carbon crystal that conducts heat well.

Balandin's research is significant because he discovered that silicon computer chips containing graphene can be ultra-fast, conducting electricity about 100 times more rapidly than silicon. At this point, there is no reliable way to synthesize large amounts of graphene, but Balandin says new research may change that soon.

The native Russian's discovery not only stands to accelerate the processing speed of computer chips, but could lead to smaller and lighter cell phones. Graphene -- transparent and flexible -- could be an ideal material for touch-screen devices.

This type of groundbreaking discovery can benefit everyone and help improve the speed and longevity of technological devices. Area residents should applaud Balandin for research that can enhance everyday life.

Prescient thinkers such as Bradbury and Asimov envisioned the subatomic realm Balandin is exploring. Like many of the world's great discoveries, Balandin's began in the human imagination -- passed from one day's writers to another's scientists. As Asimov prophetically remarked, "Science fiction writers foresee the inevitable ..."

Prizing nature
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Famous naturalist John Muir understood the sublime value of nature and the retreat it provides the soul: "Nature's peace will flow into you as sunshine flows into trees." A planned nature center at Sycamore Canyon Wilderness Park would help people appreciate this wild treasure and Riverside would do well to make the center a model for other area parks.

The city is planning to build a 1,000-square-foot nature center off Central Avenue near Lochmoor Drive using a $780,000 state grant. City officials have not yet set a date for completion of the center. The city parks department plans to partner with the Riverside Metropolitan Museum to offer science and nature programs at the facility.

The center would offer a valuable addition to the popular 1,400-acre wilderness park. These types of centers offer visitors a range of information about a park's history and its wild inhabitants. Park and museum officials are planning other enhancements, too, such as self-guided tours and displays labeling native plants.

The center would help educate residents about local wildlife. The park is home to the endangered Stephens' kangaroo rat along with coyotes, bobcats and rattlesnakes. Many children are enthralled by wildlife and the center would offer an attractive option for family outings or field trips.

The center is the type of amenity that helps enhance an area's quality of life, as well. Facilities such as nature centers make Riverside a more appealing place to live, work -- and relax.

The calm and stillness of nature is a welcome respite in this hectic, Internet-addicted world. That's what this center offers -- as Muir opined, a place where "... cares will drop away from you like the leaves of Autumn."

Quake alarm
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A massive earthquake along the San Andreas fault would threaten to cripple Southern California's economy -- and businesses should make detailed contingency plans. This is especially true in Riverside and San Bernardinocounties, where most businesses are located in the worst shaking zones.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reported in June that a 7.8-magnitude earthquake on the San Andreas fault would have devastating effects on 434,000 businesses with 4.5 million employees and $207 billion in annual wages. The report found that San Bernardino County has the greatest exposure with 96 percent of businesses located in heavy shaking zones, followed by RiversideCounty with 75 percent of businesses in those areas.

Inland companies should make preparing for the "Big One" a priority because a large quake would likely bring severe consequences. The Southern California Earthquake Center estimates that such a temblor would lead to 1,800 deaths and more than 50,000 injuries, and cause $213 billion in damages.

And while some businesses may have general plans, they need to prepare far more detailed blueprints. National surveys reveal that anywhere from 25 percent to 90 percent of businesses don't have disaster plans, says Ines Pearce, a business preparedness expert who consults with the California Emergency Management Agency and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Pearce believes the actual percentage is closer to the high end because many of the surveys only ask if the business has a plan, not when it was last updated, if it's ever been updated and other detailed questions.

Businesses should prepare for one of the main quake threats -- the disruption of utilities -- by storing water and buying backup power generators. Companies should also identify and address any potential structural weaknesses in their buildings.

Other facets of preparing a workplace disaster plan are simple and inexpensive. Such steps include creating disaster supplies kits, maintaining emergency contact information for employees, vendors and clients, and backing up computer data off-site. Businesses should also help their employees prepare family disaster plans so they know their families will be safe while they are at work. For more information, download "7 Steps to an Earthquake Resilient Business" at www.earthquakecountry.info/roots/7StepsBusiness2008.pdf.
Earthquakes hit about every 150 years on the southern section of the San Andreas fault, according to The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics report. Yet a big shaker hasn't struck that stretch of the fault in more than three centuries. A large-scale temblor here is long overdue. Inland businesses should prepare now -- not scramble when it's too late.

Benefits largesse
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Sacrifice should not begin at the bottom. San Bernardino County supervisors cannot credibly leave their own compensation untouched while asking county employees for pay and benefit concessions. The board should pare back supervisors' excessive benefit packages, starting with retirement perks and car allowances.

A county grand jury reported last week that county supervisors enjoy "very generous" benefits on top of their $150,197 annual salaries. Those perks add handsomely to supervisors' income, resulting in total yearly compensation of $249,501 to $308,600. Benefits for Supervisor Brad Mitzelfelt actually exceed his yearly salary. But the other board members' benefit packages equal 66 to 91 percent of their base pay.

Such excessive payouts are indefensible even in good economic times. But San Bernardino County last month approved a budget that cut public services and laid off workers to close a deficit.

The county also wants rank and file employees to give up raises and accept reduced health and retirement benefits to help stabilize county finances. That necessary step will be far easier if supervisors lead by example.

And supervisors can adjust their own perks: Supervisors in 2007, for example, juiced their benefits in a quick vote with no discussion, disguising the issue as a budget adjustment. Instead of abusing that power to line their own pockets, supervisors should use it to ease the burden on taxpayers.

Supervisors should start by reining in their extravagant retirement perks -- which in one supervisor's case exceed $85,000 yearly. The board members get a traditional county pension, as well as other county-funded individual retirement accounts. And the county pays supervisors' share of pension contributions as well.

Supervisors should be paying their own share of pension costs, as the county sensibly wants employees to do. And there is no need for the county to contribute to multiple retirement plans for each supervisor. If board members want more than the standard county pension, they can divert their own money to individual retirement accounts.

The board should also jettison a car allowance that is the highest of any county in Southern California. Supervisors collect from $11,400 to $21,900 annually, far exceeding the $4,500 a year that Ventura County supervisors receive, or the $8,820 a year San Diego County pays.

San Bernardino County should scrap the car allowance and simply pay for mileage. That approach would tie reimbursement to actual expenses, instead of a payout supervisors collect whether they travel or not. There is no reason the county cannot use a mileage method that works successfully for the private sector.

Such steps would be a welcome show of good faith to county workers and taxpayers. Protecting supervisors' lucrative perks would set an odd priority for public spending -- especially in a county struggling to restrain growing employee compensation costs.

Bankruptcy folly
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Outside meddling is hardly a remedy for local governments in financial jeopardy. A rewrite will not help: The Legislature should just kill legislation that would interfere with local officials' handling of fiscal emergencies. The bill addresses a nonexistent crisis for all the wrong reasons.
AB 506, by Assemblyman Bob Wieckowski, D-Fremont, would have required local governments to undergo a cumbersome mediation process, and get approval from a mediator, before filing bankruptcy. The Senate Governance and Finance Committee on Wednesday sent the bill to the Rules Committee, with plans for substantial revisions.

But reworking the language of the bill will not make the central idea any more acceptable. The legislation clearly intends to obstruct municipal bankruptcies, for no higher purpose than protecting public employee unions. Unions fear public agencies might use bankruptcy to get out from under expensive labor contracts.Vallejo filed bankruptcy in 2008, partly because of high personnel costs. And a judge in that case ruled last year the city could dissolve labor agreements to help city finances.

Union interests are the only logical explanation for this legislation, because there is no tidal wave of municipal bankruptcies rolling over the state. Just one of the state's 58 counties and two of its 482 cities have ever declared bankruptcy in the 70 years that option has been available for California's local governments. Since 1991, just 24 of the state's more than 4,700 special districts have filed bankruptcy, and more than half of those were small health care districts.

Besides, bankruptcy is not an attractive option, but a desperate last resort. Local governments have not lined up in bankruptcy court despite being battered by the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression -- which is telling. Elected officials will not rush to hand control of financial decisions to a bankruptcy judge if better alternatives exist. Nor do elected officials have any guarantee the process will result in the outcomes they desire.

Interfering with bankruptcies would also limit distressed public agencies' options at a time when they need maximum fiscal flexibility. Constraints that artificially protect the largest cost of local government -- employee compensation -- make addressing financial shortfalls even more vexing. Only the Legislature would conclude that public agencies drowning in red ink should be weighted down with a procedural anchor.

And state interference in local bankruptcies could come with unpleasant consequences: The deficit-ridden state could potentially become responsible for the costs of insolvent public agencies if the Legislature blocks access to municipal bankruptcy.

Erecting roadblocks to local government bankruptcies serves no legitimate public interest. Cities, counties and special districts face real economic challenges, certainly. But they do not need spurious "help" driven by special-interest politics.

Coaxing readers
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The mysteries of the world, the joys of imagination and the secrets to academic success are unlocked through reading. Famous authors such as Mark Twain,Henry David Thoreau and Jack London understood this. Parents who wish to nurture the next great writer -- or just unleash the benefits of reading -- should join a free program dedicated to igniting a passion for the written word among Latino youth.

Called "Un Libro, Mil Mundos," or "One Book, a Thousand Worlds," the program is sponsored by the Riverside County Library System. It will run for six weeks starting in September and include book clubs and discussion groups centered on Latino authors.

The program seeks to give Latino youths an appreciation for the practical value of reading -- a skill crucial for academic and professional success. The ability to read well helps youth not only graduate from high school and college, but earn more money. College graduates earn more than twice as much as those who fail to complete high school.

The program can also help close an achievement gap between Latinos and white and Asian students. A report released in May by the National Center for Education Statistics found that while reading scores among Latino fourth- and eighth-graders nationwide improved between 1992 and 2009, they still trail whites on reading tests by 24 to 25 points. Most students score in the 200s on a 500-point scale.

Area parents would do well to check out "Un Libro, Mil Mundos." Who knows? The program might inspire the next Mark Twain, Henry David Thoreau or Jack London -- albeit with a Latino surname.
Records fee? No
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Access to public records in Riverside County should not be contingent on paying a steep fee. A county plan to levy new charges on public records requests would violate core principles of open government and defy state public records law. The Board of Supervisors should reject a proposal to bill residents for public information.

The supervisors are scheduled to vote today on whether to direct legal staff to draft an ordinance that would let officials charge $50 an hour for the time county workers spend on a request for public information. The first hour would be free. The county now charges only for the direct costs of duplicating documents -- the standard specified under the California Public Records Act.

Supervisors should stick to that standard. Imposing large fees on records requests would make county government less open and transparent -- hardly the way to ensure credible, responsible stewardship. Policies that discourage public inspection of public documents suggest that the county would rather evade scrutiny than withstand it. And citizens who can't get government information will struggle to hold public officials accountable for their conduct and decisions.

Most public information requests, after all, come from members of the public. A $50-per-hour fee would almost certainly discourage citizen oversight of county operations. And the fee likely would freeze out requests from citizens who cannot afford such charges. County supervisors should not allow a system in which only those with deep pockets can obtain public documents.

Yes, the ordinance would let residents ask the Board of Supervisors to waive the charges if those residents can prove hardship. But that process would saddle citizens with hassle, uncertainty and perhaps delays in getting public information.

County staffers say public records requests consume too much of their time, creating a "substantial burden in tight budgetary times." But helping the public stay informed about county operations is a basic function of government. County employees are there to serve residents, and fulfilling these requests is -- and has long been -- part of the job. Making the workday less difficult for county staffers is not a good reason to limit access to public information.

The county offers dubious legal grounds for imposing the fee, as well. County officials claim that a 2002 state attorney general's opinion says that such "cost recovery is allowed." But several open government organizations in California say the subsequent approval of Prop. 59 -- a constitutional amendment passed by 83.4 percent of state voters in 2004 -- trumps the attorney general's opinion. Prop. 59 declares that the meetings and documents of public agencies "shall be open to public scrutiny." The measure also states that interpretation of rules governing the release of public information shall favor greater public access.

The public's right to know is fundamental to the proper functioning of government. Supervisors should realize that the damage this ordinance would do to open and good government would far outweigh any "cost recovery" benefitsthe move might bring.

Senseless salaries
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Inland elected officials need to show sense and discipline and put an end to the mindless escalation of city managers' salaries. And Riverside and Temecula, whose top executives both have announced plans to leave their posts, would do well to lead the way.

A Bloomberg review of payroll data released this month found four in 10 city managers in California are paid more than Gov. Jerry Brown's annual salary of $173,987. There is no good reason, though, for city administrators to make more than the man who leads the executive branch of a state of 37.5 million people.

Bloomberg's list includes 85 city managers in California who collect more than $250,000 a year. A League of California Cities survey last year found that 20 made in excess of $300,000 in 2009. That includes three -- two of them in Riverside County -- who made more than $400,000.

These lavish compensation packages are a poor use of cities' limited resources. The inflated salaries only feed the perception that cities prioritize poorly -- and are often more concerned with pampering top officials than with spending tax dollars wisely. The payouts are especially grating at a time when tight municipal budgets erode public services and generate pleas for tax and fee increases.

Locally, former Moreno Valley City Manager Robert Gutierrez collected $459,468 in salary and severance pay in 2009. The city replaced Gutierrez in January with Henry Garcia -- who grabs a base salary of $302,400, with total annual compensation of about $400,000.

Departing Riverside City Manager Brad Hudson pockets a base salary of $294,525 and total compensation of nearly $424,000. And outgoing Temecula City Manager Shawn Nelson, whose city only has about 100,000 residents, collected total pay of $336,000 in 2009. These payouts are some of the richest in California.

City officials defend such largesse by claiming they must pay huge salaries to attract the best talent. But as any careful shopper knows, expense does not necessarily correlate with quality. And the more cities pay their top executives, the more everyone else in city government demands. That thinking contributes to the steady escalation of public pay, regardless of cities' finances.

Riverside, with Hudson leaving in August, and Temecula, with Nelson retiring by the end of the year, have an opportunity to defy the trend and recruit executives at pay levels more appropriate to municipal management in recessionary times.

In the end, it falls to the city councils in these cities, and throughout the region, to show leadership in controlling city managers' pay. Elected officials, remember, are directly responsible for cities' steep and growing personnel costs -- as well as for the public price that results.

Ethanol insanity
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The nation's treatment of ethanol offers a handout to a special interest, not a sane approach to energy. There is no justification for a federal policy that pays for ethanol production, mandates ethanol use and protects U.S. ethanol from competition. Legislators should end the costly subsidy for corn ethanol production, and scrap a tariff that shields the U.S. ethanol industry.

The Senate last week voted 73-27 to pass an amendment by U.S. Sen. Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., to the Public Works and Economic Development Act of 1965. The amendment would eliminate the ethanol tax credit and repeal the import tariff on ethanol. The change now goes to the House of Representatives for consideration.

House members should promptly approve it. Spending $6 billion a year on a subsidy for a favored industry is needless and wasteful -- and especially galling when the nation faces record deficits. The subsidy, which offers oil companies 45 cents for every gallon of ethanol blended with gasoline, is redundant because federal law mandates that oil producers use a set amount of ethanol each year. The Congressional Budget Office in 2009 and the U.S. Government Accountability Office this year reached the same conclusion, calling the credit wasteful and duplicative.

In an equally misguided policy, Washington protects U.S. ethanol producers by levying a 54 cents per gallon tariff on cheaper, imported sugarcane ethanol. This tack artificially keeps the cost of ethanol high -- blocking oil producers from buying cheaper non-U.S. ethanol and inflating fuel prices for consumers. At the same time, thwarting competition causes more U.S. corn ethanol to flow into gasoline -- consuming more of a national food staple and driving up food prices.

Together, these policies create what Feinstein calls a "triple crown of government support" -- ethanol use is mandated by law, enjoys protective tariffs and oil companies collect federal subsidies to use it. But these policies are enormously expensive for taxpayers and ethanol consumes 40 percent of the U.S. corn crop.

The ethanol industry says that scrapping federal ethanol protections would cost jobs, expand foreign oil imports and increase gas prices. However, a study by Iowa State University in July 2010 found that the ethanol credit would only create a little more than 400 jobs this year -- at a cost of more than $14 million per job. Nor does the claim about expanding foreign oil imports make sense: Federal law requires that oil producers use a set amount of ethanol each year. Removing a subsidy and tariff would not change that requirement, so why would it lead to greater oil imports?

And finally, scuttling the ethanol protections would cut consumer costs, not raise them. The Congressional Research Service found in 2006 that while ethanol mandates boost profits for farmers and ethanol producers, the policies inflate costs for consumers.

As the nation faces a record $14.3 trillion debt, sustaining an approach that costs taxpayers $6 billion annually and increases gas and food prices is madness. Congress needs to end a policy that fleeces U.S. taxpayers to line the pockets of a special interest.

Pension duty
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The San Bernardino City Council's unwillingness to discuss a plan to save money on pensions is unacceptable, especially given the city's fiscal woes. The council should not only consider this proposal, but should seek reforms requiring employees to pay toward their own retirements.

City Councilman Tobin Brinker on Monday plans to ask the council once again to address pension costs. Last week, fellow council members rejected his proposal to ask workers making more than $100,000 annually to pay their full share of pension contributions, instead of the city picking up that expense. He wants other workers to pay at least a portion of retirement costs, as well. The council last month rebuffed another attempt by Brinker to discuss pension reform

This brush-off disregards the fact that San Bernardino's pension costs -- much like those in other cities and counties -- are consuming a steadily increasing share of the budget. Currently, the city spends $21 million of its $127 million general fund budget on pension contributions. City officials expect that annual payment to increase by 5 to 6 percent by 2013-14.

The city could trim that expense immediately -- and reap substantial budgetary savings -- by having employees pay their fair share of retirement costs. In recent years, San Bernardino has laid off hundreds of employees, cut employees' salaries by 10 percent and reduced public services. There is no reason for a city with a struggling economy and budget shortfalls to pick up any of the 8 to 9 percent of salary city employees owe toward pension costs.

Brinker estimates that just requiring the employees who make more than $100,000 annually to pay their full share of retirement contributions would save taxpayers $3 million annually. Requiring employees who earn under $100,000 to pay toward their pensions would save even more money. Under Brinker's proposal, those earning $50,000 to $100,000 would pay half the contribution -- increasing to a full contribution in five years. Those earning less than $50,000 would also pay half -- with the amount increasing to a full contribution after 10 years.

Councilwoman Wendy McCammack in May called Brinker's plan "Draconian and suicidal," and said it would make it hard for the city to attract high-quality employees. Requiring workers to chip in toward their own pensions is hardly excessive. And a region with a 13.4 percent unemployment rate does not need to worry about scaring away good job candidates with a retirement plan that would still be better than most private-sector offerings.

Other local governments are gradually conceding that lavish pension arrangements are untenable. Many are moving to require at least some workers to pay toward their own retirements. Employee contributions toward retirement plans are already standard in the private sector. San Bernardino should adopt the same sensible approach.

Teach civics
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Democracy depends on an informed citizenry, but many high school seniors don't understand the rights and duties of citizenship. That's why parents and educators need to cultivate a far stronger grasp of civics among today's youth.

The 2010 National Assessment of Educational Progress report released in May found improvements in civics knowledge among fourth-graders, but not among students in grades 8 and 12. The percentage of seniors with a basic understanding of civics dropped from 66 percent in the prior survey in 2006 to 64 percent last year. The report found only 4 percent of 12th graders have a "thorough and mature understanding" of democratic citizenship and government. For example, many students didn't know what the Supreme Court does, or realize that taxes are the main source of government funding.

But democracy cannot thrive amid ignorance -- and parents and teachers need to instill this in students. People who don't understand how government works have little chance of holding it accountable. Ensuring that government operates properly requires actually knowing how it is supposed to function. A lack of civics knowledge only aids abuses of power, corruption and bad judgment by officials. An informed public, on the other hand, can help prevent such misconduct.

Democracy also depends on guidance from citizens on a variety of policies, from levels of taxation to education to public services to defense and foreign policy. Voters cannot make such decisions wisely without a basic knowledge of the duties and responsibilities of government. Uninformed choices, based on a lack of knowledge, can steer government into the ditch instead of providing useful direction.

After all, people who don't know how government works cannot make careful decisions about elected officials or ballot measures. Understanding what officials do is crucial to knowing whether candidates are qualified or suitable. The same goes for ballot measures, which can enact sweeping public policy changes.

America prides itself on a republic of, by and for the people. But democracy's long-term preservation requires citizens to have a solid grounding in the principles of participatory government. In a democracy, knowledge of government is power -- and civic ignorance is perilous.

Honor the fallen
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The words of an ancient rabbi -- Jesus Christ -- capture the astonishing nature of the sacrifice many Americans have made for others: "Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends." On this Memorial Day, take time to appreciate the extraordinary price many have paid to secure peace and freedom for all.

More than just a three-day weekend, Memorial Day is a time to honor the nearly 1.2 million Americans who gave their lives in military service since the Revolutionary War. The holiday's origins go back to shortly after the Civil War, when Gen. John Logan issued a proclamation setting aside the last Monday in May to decorate the graves of the war's dead. In 1971, Congress declared Memorial Day an official federal holiday.

This holiday celebrates the steep price so many have paid to defend freedom and preserve the values Americans hold sacred -- individualism, opportunity and faith in liberty and democracy.

Such learning and appreciation is particularly crucial given that fewer are directly touched by military service. While 9 million soldiers served in Vietnam and 16 million in World War II, the U.S. armed forces only has 1.4 million members now.

This day is also an opportunity to bring young and old together -- Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts and veterans -- to share a silent bond as they plant flags on soldiers' graves and offer prayers for those still serving overseas. Inland residents have a range of local Memorial Day events and activities to choose from; a list is available on PE.com. And at 3 p.m., Americans together can observe the National Moment of Remembrance by pausing for a minute of silence to remember and honor those who have died in service to their nation.

Former President Ronald Reagan captured the patriotic and solemn spirit of this day when speaking at Arlington National Cemetery nearly three decades ago. Like a beloved rabbi 2,000 years ago, he too understood the love and valor it takes to give one's life for others.

"Each died for a cause he considered more important than his own life," Reagan said. "Well, they didn't volunteer to die; they volunteered to defend values for which men have always been willing to die if need be, the values which make up what we call civilization."

Piracy overreach
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A bill allowing warrantless, unannounced searches of compact disc and DVD replicating plants should strike a sour chord with Californians. The bill would set a dubious constitutional precedent for the protection of a single industry, and legislators should reject it.

SB 550 would allow police to enter manufacturing plants and search for counterfeit CDs and DVDs. Under the bill by Sen. Alex Padilla, D-Pacoima, violators could be fined up to $250,000.

The bill raises troubling constitutional issues, however. SB 550 would effectively carve out an exception to the Fourth Amendment requirement that judges issue search warrants based on "probable cause" that a crime has been committed. The bill presumes all CD and DVD producers are engaged in piracy. But guilty until proven innocent is not how the justice system works. And the bill would evade protections for no greater public purpose than to protect the profits of a powerful interest.

The Recording Industry Association of America, which is pushing the bill, argues that piracy has devastated the industry and the sales of CDs and DVDs have plummeted in the past decade. And granted, piracy cost the industry nearly $26 billion in 2005, according to a study released in 2007 by the Institute for Policy Innovation. But since when has it been legislators' job to jeopardize public rights to protect a favored industry's revenues? Besides, technology, as much as piracy, is responsible for plunging disc sales; just take a look at iTunes or Google TV.

The bill would set a poor precedent, as well. The recording industry says the bill closely follows existing administrative search laws. The most widely known such law involves the auto repair industry -- allowing auto theft investigators to conduct unannounced, warrantless searches of junkyards and repair shops to look for stolen vehicles. Existing laws also permit warrantless searches of liquor and gun stores, nursing homes and other operations.

But those searches serve a broader public purpose than protecting industry profits. Such provisions help recover theft victims' stolen property, protect the public and ensure proper care of patients, for example. SB 550, in contrast, would safeguard corporate income. The public is not harmed by pirated music and movies -- those are commercial matters for producers, not an issue of public well-being.

If legislators set aside probable cause for intellectual piracy, where do they draw the line for other crimes? Shouldn't there be some broader public interest if legislators are going to override a constitutional right? Or should legislators allow the police to go door to door checking to see if anyone has unauthorized copies of software?

Music and movie piracy is a significant issue in California. But instead of pressing legislators to help prop up CD and DVD profits, the recording industry would do well to focus on leveraging technology to protect its own products. And legislators, for their part, should avoid catering to a monied interest by trampling on constitutional rights. Much better just to let the music play.

Bankruptcy bunk
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The Legislature should reject a bill that would meddle in local financial decisions to avert a nonexistent crisis. Local governments need flexibility to address fiscal emergencies, not state interference that aims to protect a special interest at taxpayers' expense.

The Assembly Local Government Committee this month approved AB 506, by Assemblyman Bob Wieckowski, D-Fremont. The bill would require cities, counties, special districts and other public agencies to undergo a cumbersome state mediation process before filing for bankruptcy. The legislation would only allow bankruptcy if the mediator approved that decision. Similar bills failed to clear the Legislature in each of the past two years.

But this bill is not about protecting the taxpayers from the financial consequences of ill-advised public agency bankruptcies -- the ostensible rationale for AB 506. The legislation stems from Vallejo's 2008 bankruptcy filing, a move driven in part by unaffordable employee costs. In that case, a judge last year ruled that the city could dissolve its labor contracts with employees to ease the city's financial burden. Public employee unions worry that other public agencies may see bankruptcy as a convenient way to jettison labor agreements.

But throwing obstacles in the way of local agency bankruptcies serves no public interest. Cities, counties and special districts in dire fiscal shape need leeway to cut costs and address expenses, not rules that delay action in a financial emergency. And personnel costs are the largest share of local agency budgets -- and need to be part of any financial improvement plan.

The bill's supporters, including the California Labor Federation, argue that local agencies might otherwise make frivolous, irresponsible or politically motivated bankruptcy decisions that would not serve taxpayers well. But the fact is, municipal bankruptcies are rare. Since 1949 when California authorized municipal bankruptcies, only Orange County and two cities have taken that route. Since 1999, only 19 of the state's more than 4,700 special districts have filed bankruptcy.

Bankruptcy is a difficult last resort, not a desirable fiscal tool for local officials. No elected official wants to cede control over financial decisions to a bankruptcy judge if a better alternative exists. And few elected officials will favor a process that can bring unpredictable and politically damaging outcomes.

After all, despite a facing a rough economic climate since late 2007, the vast majority of California's municipal agencies have worked to balance their budgets in more traditional ways. Many are negotiating with unions to scale back unsustainable labor contracts, not rushing to bankruptcy court.

AB 506 would address a phony threat with bad policy -- an approach that serves no legitimate public purpose. Legislators should simply reject this misguided nonsense, or risk voters wondering just whose interests their elected representatives really put first.

Senior strains
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California is woefully unprepared for a disaster on the horizon -- the "silver tsunami." The retirement of the baby boom generation will put unprecedented strains on the state's fragmented and disorganized long-term care services. The Legislature needs to consolidate and streamline those programs to provide better services and save taxpayers money.

The state's Little Hoover Commission last month released a report detailing the bureaucratic confusion that now characterizes long-term care services in California. The report recommends consolidation of more than three dozen programs -- including in-home care and adult day care, assisted living and adult protective services -- now spread over seven departments.

As it is, the maze of programs is so uncoordinated the state has no reliable means of gauging what recipients want, what benefits they receive, which services are used by whom, how much each service costs and which programs work the best, the report says.

The Legislature should start by determining just how much the state spends on these programs now. The only reliable figure comes from 2005-06, when the legislative analyst calculated that long-term care cost $14 billion, including $7 billion in state funds. But how can the state responsibly oversee these services if it does not even track yearly costs? Ensuring that the state spends tax money wisely and responsibly is a fundamental legislative duty.

And scattering programs across multiple agencies, with little attempt at coordination, is a recipe for duplication, waste and inefficiency. Merging these programs would help the state use tax money more effectively -- particularly crucial when the state has huge and chronic deficits.

Consolidating these services would also help bring more accountability to this large chunk of spending. Tracking expenses and identifying cost drivers is far easier when services are unified and coordinated. And better insight into costs and programs would also help the state set priorities for spending as baby boomers enter the system.

The senior population in California is expected to double to 9 million by 2030 -- growing to nearly 12 million by 2050, according to the report. This aging population is also living longer, many with chronic illnesses such asAlzheimer's Disease , high blood pressure, diabetes, obesity and heart disease.

California cannot meet that challenge by running programs with little knowledge about how the state is spending money and no sense of whether programs are effective and useful. Ignorance and disorganization are remarkably poor platforms for constructing sensible -- or affordable -- public policy.

Tsunamis come without warning, but the "silver tsunami" is easy to predict -- and California has no excuse for not creating proper safeguards.

Solar threat
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The discovery of far more desert tortoises than expected near a planned solar power plant in the Mojave Desert should prompt federal officials to rethink the project. And the incident should spur federal officials to require independent environmental studies before bulldozers roll on future solar projects.

Last week, a U.S. Bureau of Land Management assessment found the $2.1 billion BrightSource Energy Co. project near Primm, Nev., would disturb up to 3,000 tortoises and kill as many as 700 young ones. That far exceeds an estimate of 32 of the threatened species at the site -- a number derived from studies commissioned by the developer.

After biologists relocated 39 tortoises -- the maximum allowed -- BLM officials last month ordered BrightSource to stop work on two-thirds of the 5.6-square-mile site. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service officials will decide soon if completing the second and third phases of the Ivanpah Solar Electric Generating System -- which would nearly double the amount of solar electricity produced in the country -- would jeopardize the species.

The clean energy generated by this project is no excuse for federal officials to allow shoddy surveys that underestimate the tortoise population. A developer rushing to qualify for hundreds of millions in federal "stimulus" funding is hardly an objective source about issues that could obstruct construction. Federal officials should have required an independent biological survey before grading and construction work began in October. And that approach should be standard for the numerous solar projects now proposed for desert land.

In this case, the sheer number of the animals that would be killed or disturbed by the solar plant justifies a significant downsizing -- eliminating one or both of the last two phases. Federal officials could have avoided such backtracking had they had the right information before BrightSource broke ground.

Wildlife officials are likely under political pressure to let the developer proceed with much of the project. But even a compromise such as relocating large numbers of the animals would be highly risky. In 2008, the U.S. Army suspended a tortoise relocation effort at Fort Irwin after about 90 of the 556 tortoises moved died, mostly killed by coyotes.

The Mojave Desert, with endless sunny days, is not a bad place for solar power plants. But federal officials need to do a better job of surveying the native wildlife before construction starts. Green projects should not, ironically, degrade the very environment they are meant to help sustain.

Spying overload
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George Orwell never imagined how intrusive the world of today's Big Brother would become -- one in which where "spy phones" track their owners' every move and marketers build personal dossiers off people's electronic habits. But Congress should rein in this digital surveillance, and craft laws that help protect at least some personal privacy.

The news last week that Apple and Google smart phones routinely track and store users' locations caused a public stir, prompting Congress to call a hearing on the issue next month. But consumers also face similar stealthy scrutiny by Internet companies that follow every mouse click on every web page -- on phones, computers and other electronic devices.

For now, the tracking of Internet and cell phone use seems directed mainly at marketing. But there are few rules about what happens to all that collected data about the websites people visit and the places they use their smart phones. That gap leaves consumers uncomfortably vulnerable. How can anyone be confident that this aggregation of personal details will not end up in the wrong hands, or be used for purposes not so benign as sales?

Granted, in this era of high-tech telecommunications, it's no longer reasonable for Americans to expect the level of privacy they enjoyed before iPhones andGoogle Earth . And yes, many people choose to live their days publicly on social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter. But these realities don't justify wholesale, continuous data accumulation -- without users' consent and with few restrictions on the data's use.

As technology continues to outpace the law on the proper use of consumer data, federal legislators need to step in with safeguards. At a minimum, Congress should ensure that Americans can avoid some of the tracking and help prevent misuse of their information. One legislative proposal gaining momentum is "Do Not Track," which would give users the choice to instruct websites not to monitor their online activities.

Some companies have claimed the "Do Not Track" option could decimate their revenues because businesses would be less willing to advertise if they couldn't target consumers with advertisements made possible by monitoring their digital devices and online habits.

But it's unreasonable for these companies to expect a free hand in such extensive consumer information tracking, or to suggest that consumers should have no control over who uses all of that data, and how.

In fact, such companies would be better off with sensible laws that struck a balance between protecting consumers and allowing for reasonable data gathering and marketing research.

In an era when Big Brother is watching every mouse click, keystroke and text, Congress needs to protect Americans from the potential abuses of this electronic snooping. Orwell may not have foreseen in his "1984" novel today's "spy phones," but he was prescient about the dangers that incessant surveillance pose to society.

Perk abuse
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The Press-Enterprise
Gov. Jerry Brown is right: State employees should pony up the millions of dollars in salary and travel advances they owe state government. As California officials increasingly eye taxpayers to help close a massive budget gap, legislators should demand that state agencies require employees to repay the money.
Following more than a dozen audits uncovering serious collection lapses at state agencies, the governor last week issued an executive order to ensure the funds are recovered and internal accounting practices improved. State Controller's Office audits dating back to 2009 found millions of dollars in employee salary and travel advances had gone uncollected.

A 2009 audit, for example, found $13.3 million in salary advances had not been collected at 11 state agencies. This amount included more than $500,000 outstanding for more than three years. In most cases, employees were given advances and the agencies were either slow to collect the money or failed to collect at all.

Even more galling, the audits called on the accounting officers in each agency to ensure the money was repaid, but the officers often ignored these recommendations, according to the State Controller's Office.

This type of brazen behavior -- on both the part of high-ranking agency officials and their underlings -- demonstrates a large disconnect between those in government and the taxpayers who foot the bill. Fittingly, Brown said such sloppy administration "reinforces the worst stereotype of ineffective and inefficient government." State Controller John Chiang added that the state's poor debt collection practices were "fleecing public coffers at a time when vital public programs are being decimated by unprecedented budget cuts."

These audits reveal just how sloppy the state has been in its role as a manager of taxpayer funds. Legislators have trimmed the state's budget deficit from $26.6 billion to about $15 billion, through cuts to public services. Requiring employees to repay cash advances will not fix the shortfall, certainly. But taxpayers will wonder just how much additional money could be saved if the state sent auditors to scour its far-flung empire for more waste and abusive practices.

And if the governor and other elected officials want voters to approve extending billions in taxes for five years, the state first has to demonstrate it can manage its own finances properly. The fact state workers are taking advantage of this system and not repaying the money -- and agency superiors are ignoring recommendations to crack down on this outrage -- doesn't help build this case. Voters are unlikely to approve any tax increases unless they get some sense that their money is not going to be wasted in ways like this.

In the private sector, no employee would be allowed to take a salary or travel advance and not repay it. Any supervisor caught condoning such behavior wouldn't last long. The governor and legislators should demand the same standard of conduct from the state's workforce.

LA 1, McCourts 0
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The Press-Enterprise
In baseball lingo, it's the equivalent of the bench-clearing brawl. Only, in this fight, it's not the players involved in the circus-like free-for-all, but Los Angeles Dodgers feuding owners Frank and Jamie McCourt. However, Major League Baseball Commissioner Bud Selig's intervention raises hopes of better days ahead for this iconic franchise.
The stunning strikeout came when Selig stripped Frank McCourt of financial control of the franchise, an appropriate action after McCourt borrowed $30 million last week from Fox to make payroll. Turmoil, financial and otherwise, has overhung the famed club since Jamie McCourt in late 2009 filed for divorce after 30 years of marriage and Frank McCourt fired her as the team's chief executive. Frank McCourt had accused her of having an affair with her bodyguard-driver.

Selig says he plans to appoint an overseer while his office investigates the "operations and finances of the Dodgers and related entities."

But even Selig's actions won't likely end the row. Frank McCourt is reportedly preparing to legally challenge Selig's authority to take control of the team.

These developments ensure this ignoble episode in Dodgers' history is probably not over yet. It's a shame this once-powerful couple dragged their personal troubles into a public brawl that taints one of America's greatest baseball franchises. But for a team that hasn't won the World Series since 1988 -- and has seen its attendance drop 11 percent from the average last season -- an ownership lineup change is essential.

End per diem
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The Press-Enterprise
Skullduggery. Chicanery. Wiliness. California legislators have resorted to all three in the games they've played to collect as much as possible in per diem payments. But at a time when the Legislature can't even agree on how to close a $26.6 billion budget hole, legislators shouldn't keep raking in this lucrative perk.
The California Citizens Compensation Commission -- after doing away with legislators' taxpayer-funded vehicles last week -- also voted to ask the Franchise Tax Board for a legal opinion whether legislators' per diem should be taxed.

Currently, legislators receive $142 per day during the session to cover lodging, meals and other expenses. Legislators who live within 50 miles of the Capitol pay state and federal taxes on the per diem. But it's a tax-free benefit for legislators outside that radius.

Through a tradition of scheduling chicanery and other tricks, legislators collect the per diem even on days they're not working. Under state law, legislators lose their daily expense payments if more than three consecutive days go by without a floor session. Consequently, legislators often just sign in -- especially on long holiday weekends -- to keep the money flowing.

Instead of an easily-abused per diem system, the state should just pay legislators a salary sufficient to cover their expenses. In California, legislators already collect the highest base salary of any legislature in the nation -- $95,291 -- and the per diem payments can boost their pay by up to $37,451, according to the commission.

At a time when government officials are looking for ways to save money and preserve public services, the commission should do more than just require legislators to pay taxes on the per diem. Like the car perk, the commission should do away with a benefit that has turned into a cash-generating racket for legislators.

Deadly secrecy
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California legislators should support an effort to open juvenile dependency courts to public scrutiny. In a system long shrouded in confidentiality -- a system with the power to take children from their parents and put them in foster care -- a little sunshine could help prevent the Dickensian tales of horror that shock the public conscience.

The Assembly Judiciary Committee last week approved AB 73 by AssemblymanMike Feuer , D-Los Angeles, that would make dependency court hearings presumptively open. That means the media and public could attend the hearings, but judges could close the proceedings if they believed openness would not serve the child's best interest.

The legislation follows a San Jose Mercury News series in 2008 which found that judges routinely take just a few minutes to rule on a child's fate and parents and children often receive poor legal representation. The bill also comes amid a movement to shine light into a court system that has life-altering power over nearly 60,000 children and their families in California.

The legislation is a key way to address the role court secrecy has played in many of the tragedies -- parents who kill their children, foster parents who mistreat youth and social workers who inappropriately remove children from their families. So far, 17 states have adopted similar bills.

Open court proceedings would increase accountability throughout the system, which in turn would help bolster the performance of social workers, judges and lawyers. They would be more likely to do a thorough job -- and read the case files -- if they knew someone was watching.

In a system where a wrong decision can tear children from loving families or even cost them their lives, it is crucial for everyone involved to make the best, most well-informed decisions. Social workers -- based on as little as an anonymous tip -- can investigate a family. A judge typically decides whether to put the children in foster care. Few powers of the state are more intrusive, and public officials should make these decisions in the light.

Such openness would also help avoid the mistakes endemic in closed bureaucracies. The confidentiality enveloping the system often cloaks incompetence and negligence. The prospect of more people scrutinizing the legal process would help expose this ineptitude and likely prompt reforms to help root it out.

And the sustained scrutiny would lead to improvements in a system where changes are often driven by the sensational deaths of children killed by parents -- the information most easily available to the media. In reality, many foster children were neglected, rather than abused, and some would be better off with their families if those parents had access to parenting classes, job training and other services. Opening the court system would give the public a better understanding of such dynamics.

AB 73 may well bring more investigative journalism that exposes the shortcomings of the state's child-welfare system. Good. Most government reform efforts in history were at least in part impelled by press reports. Greater transparency can act as a catalyst for reform and help prevent the abuse and even death of the most innocent in society.

State car folly
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State legislators do not need taxpayer-funded vehicles -- some costing as much as $48,500. The commission responsible for setting legislative pay and benefits should dump this perk and replace it with a policy that reimburses legislators for documented business mileage.

The California Citizens Compensation Commission is slated April 14 to consider whether to end the car benefit, trim the monthly car stipend legislators collect, or simply reimburse legislators for their mileage. While legislators claim mileage reimbursements would be more expensive than a monthly stipend, commission officials say those calculations do not include the purchase cost of the vehicles.

Cutting the perk entirely would save taxpayers more than $700,000 annually. While this wouldn't do much to balance a state budget that remains billions in the red, it would help send a message that the state will cut largesse at a time when most legislators are calling for both additional taxes and reductions in public services. Legislators should not expect to protect their own perks while demanding that others sacrifice.

In fact, the benefit is too plush even for more prosperous times. California is the only state that buys vehicles for legislators, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures. Of the nation's 50 states, 38 do not provide legislators with vehicles. In another 10, states offer legislators access to motor-pool, state-owned or rental cars. New Jersey and New York provide a perk similar to California's, but only to a handful of top-ranking legislators.

California offers the most generous car perk in the nation, according to commission officials. Legislators select their vehicles, and the Legislature procures them and pays a portion of the monthly lease. The state also pays for the insurance and maintenance and provides legislators with a gasoline credit card. On average, taxpayers pay about $7,400 to $7,500 annually for each legislator's vehicle. Currently, 80 of 119 legislators -- about two in three -- exploit this goodie. The rest, in part to save the state money, drive their own cars and collect a mileage reimbursement.

There is no reason their colleagues shouldn't do the same. The private sector has largely scuttled expensive car perks, opting instead to reimburse employees for mileage driven on business. Government, too, should take this cost-saving step.

Besides, the state's car subsidies are too easily abused. Taxpayers have no way to know how much legislators use the cars -- and gasoline credit cards -- for private business on the public dime. Nor should taxpayers be subsidizing public officials' commutes to work in state-funded cars -- a needless cost that escalates quickly.

State legislators, who have grossly mishandled the state's finances for years, should not enjoy benefits far more generous than anything Californians themselves can expect -- and far richer than anything legislators get in other states. The compensation commission should stop asking taxpayers to fuel this kind of largesse.

Sheen strikeout
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10:00 PM PDT on Thursday, April 7, 2011
A baseball event that celebrates the degeneracy of Charlie Sheen while offending a large swath of the public offers a textbook example of poor taste and wayward marketing. The Lake Elsinore Storm should pull the plug on an insensitive promotion that exalts the former sitcom star.

On May 5, the team plans to host a "Charlie Sheen-co de Mayo" night -- complete with $1 beers, "Tiger blood" cocktails and a two-for-one "Ho Hos" special. The team has invited the actor to attend. No word yet on whether Sheen will interrupt his "My Violent Torpedo of Truth/Defeat is Not an Option" tour to show up.

But the Storm should simply cancel an event that glorifies erratic, depraved behavior. Last year, Sheen, 45, pleaded guilty to misdemeanor third-degree assault of his third wife. And last month, the actor's drug abuse and hard partying finally cost him his TV job. Sheen responded with a series of rants that attacked his former bosses and declared he had "tiger blood" and was a "high priest Vatican assassin warlock."

Capitalizing on notorious misconduct is bad enough, but "Sheen-co de Mayo" night is also an affront to Latinos, women and the public generally. Tying such a sordid event to a prized Mexican holiday is an insult to Mexican-Americans. Likewise, avoiding slurs against women should be an obvious component of the team's marketing strategy.

A Storm official who defended the event noted that few have complained and said the game will be on a Thursday night with drink specials to draw an adult crowd. But lack of an outcry and preferred timing offer no justification for an offensive promotion.

Sure, it is fine for the team to pursue innovative ways to draw fans to ballgames. But when promotion of America's pastime slips into insults and appeals to naked vice, it is time for responsible managers to do what Sheen evidently cannot -- and just say no.

Deficit circus
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A protracted fight over $60 billion suggests that federal legislators are focused on politics, not financial realism. The United States, running a record $1.4 trillion budget deficit, is on course for fiscal calamity. Congress needs to get serious about heading off catastrophe -- by confronting the nation's deficit spending and unsustainable entitlements.

The showdown comes as Republicans and Democrats are haggling over a budget agreement to fund federal agencies through the federal fiscal year ending Sept. 30. House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio , said this week that legislators were discussing a compromise on budget cuts in the range of $33 billion, to avoid a partial government shutdown that looms April 8. The Republicans wanted to cut $61 billion over the next seven months while the Democrats would agree to paring just $20 billion from the $3.7 trillion federal budget.

But the whole debate has an otherworldly quality to it. On what planet do legislators spend weeks squabbling over cuts totaling less than 1 percent of the federal budget? And over cuts narrowly limited to nondefense discretionary spending? Adding to the unreality is the fact that the cuts in question would not address the long-term challenges facing federal finances.

Federal budget projections show a debacle on the horizon: The Congressional Budget Office last year forecast that under the most likely current trends, Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid, and interest on the debt, will consume more than 80 percent of annual federal revenue by 2020. That forecast, and similar Government Accountability Office projections, suggest the nation will need either deep cuts in all other federal programs or massive tax hikes to keep the government solvent.

If legislators can't agree on cutting a few billion dollars out of the budget, how will they ever make the much tougher decisions required to avoid the approaching fiscal meltdown? The sweeping changes required for a comprehensive solution are clear from the president's National Commission on Fiscal Responsibility and Reform. Last year, the leaders of that panel proposed slashing the deficit by nearly $4 trillion through 2020, with about 75 percent of the fix in spending cuts and the rest in tax hikes.

Yet Congress, for all the rhetoric about fiscal responsibility, largely ignored those recommendations -- which hardly suggests a commitment to solving the nation's central financial challenge. Brinksmanship over paltry cuts is absurd when federal legislators ignore the much larger and more imposing long-term budgetary issues.

Stabilizing the nation's long-range finances would entail painful steps that require both parties' support -- steps far more difficult than anything now in play. If the parties really want to demonstrate fiscal accountability, they should start tackling these enormous challenges. Sideshow politics are no substitute for confronting the nation's real financial ills.

Debt disaster
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The state is correct to resist selling unnecessary bonds already authorized by voters. And Gov. Jerry Brown is right that voters should avoid approving more borrowing unless it would fulfill an absolutely critical state need.

The amount of California's outstanding bonds has nearly tripled from $31 billion to $89 billion in the last decade. This figure does not include another $38 billion in bonds the state hasn't sold yet.

This year, the state will spend $6.6 billion on debt repayments -- more than double the annual rate of a decade ago. One of the fastest-growing parts of the budget, these annual payments are expected to jump to $9.1 billion by 2013. This will consume about 9 percent of the general fund -- a nearly tenfold increase over the rate in the late 1980s.

These debt payments are taking an ever-larger bite of a general fund in chronic deficit, consuming billions of dollars the state could otherwise spend on public services. The state faces an annual discrepancy between spending and revenue of about $20 billion. The higher the debt payments climb, the less money the state has for a range of programs and services, including higher education, services for the developmentally disabled, and the state's health insurance program for the poor. All of these programs and many others face cuts this year.

Rising state costs, including debt payments -- along with resistance to program cuts from residents and interest groups -- also intensify the pressure to raise taxes on income, vehicles, retail sales and more.

This financial mismanagement is driving up the interest rates the state pays, making borrowing even more expensive for taxpayers. A result of its high debt levels, budget deficits and inability to pass balanced budgets on time, California has the lowest credit rating of any state. The state pays higher interest rates on its bonds than most states do because bondholders deem California riskier to lend to. This costs taxpayers billions of extra dollars over time.

Going forward, legislators and voters need to set priorities for spending and keep bonds lean and focused -- allowing borrowing only to fund vital long-term capital improvement needs. Such needs might include investments in state highway expansion and new school facilities. But wise debt spending does not include such niceties as the $10 billion high-speed rail bond passed in 2008 or the $3 billion stem-cell research measure approved in 2004. Likewise, at a time when the state is mired in debt and deficits, legislators have placed an $11 billion water bond on the November 2012 ballot that is hopelessly bloated with wasteful pork -- even as the state still has unspent money from a 2006 water bond.

Voters need to remember that bonds are not akin to free money just because they don't directly raise taxes. It's time to cut up the bond credit card, start paying down the bills and put an end to this debt addiction.

Nuclear bulwark
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The trifecta of disasters in Japan -- an earthquake, tsunami and nuclear crisis -- should serve as a warning for California. Federal regulators should heed the recommendations in a 2008 study of California's two nuclear power plants -- the only such plants in the nation located in the highest-risk seismic areas.

U.S. Sens. Barbara Boxer and Dianne Feinstein last week called on the federal Nuclear Regulatory Commission to re-evaluate the seismic safety ofPacific Gas and Electric Co.'s Diablo Canyon and Southern California Edison's San Onofre nuclear power plants in Southern California. Both opened in the mid-1980s.

A 2008 California Energy Commission report found the San Onofre plant in San Clemente could experience larger and more frequent earthquakes than the maximum temblor predicted by experts when it opened. The report also found a previously undetected earthquake fault just offshore the Diablo Canyon plant near San Luis Obispo.

These aging nuclear reactors are vulnerable to several powerful fault lines. And federal legislators are now questioning whether the utilities have underestimated the intensity of earthquakes that could strike these areas. Yet so far, Boxer and Feinstein say, the NRC has done little to address the warnings in the 2008 report.

Regulators should require rigorous, independent studies and analyses of these seismic zones given the safety threats these plants could pose to Southern Californians. Nearly 8 million people live in a 50-mile radius of the plants. A blast and ensuing release of radiation from a meltdown at San Onofre could kill up to 1 million people in the area, according to critics of nuclear energy. And the March 11 earthquake and tsunami in Japan, which killed more than 18,000 people, underscores the need for the NRC to act on the 2008 report.

That study pointed to clear, specific threats the regulators need to evaluate and address. In the decades since the plants opened, scientists have learned more about the faults along California's coast -- the state's most seismically active area. The report recommends further investigation into these faults and the types of seismic upgrades necessary to prevent a nuclear meltdown or release of radioactivity in a natural disaster.

The NRC recently did require PG&E to study the previously undetected fault near Diablo Canyon, and an NRC review of that report is under way. But a better approach would be the tack suggested by Sen. Sam Blakeslee, R-San Luis Obispo , who has called for independent, third-party studies to determine the true risk presented by these "large, dangerous faults." Blakeslee , a geophysicist with a doctorate in earthquake studies from the UC Santa Barbara, is also correct that the NRC should not renew or extend any licenses for these plants until independent groups complete such studies.

It should not take a disaster of the magnitude seen in Japan to prod federal regulators to step up nuclear-energy safeguards in quake-prone California. The 2008 report lays out sensible steps to help guard against death and devastation in the wake of natural disaster. The NRC would do well to treat the report as the clear warning that it is.
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Caffeinated beer. Body art. The definition of olive oil. In a state squeezed by a $26.6 billion deficit, state legislators have far more pressing things to do than craft bills addressing such trivial issues. Instead, they should focus on substantive state policies, starting with the budget.

Since January, elected officials in Sacramento have introduced a whopping 2,942 bills. The flurry of ink and paper coming out of the California Legislature has irked Gov. Jerry Brown, who recently called on them to constrain their gusto for new laws. Last month, Assemblyman Brian Nestande, R-Palm Desert, even introduced a bill to rein in the number of bills.

With more than 4,000 pieces of legislation expected this legislative cycle -- each costing an estimated $20,000 -- Nestande argues the state can save up to $24 million each two-year cycle just by reducing the maximum number of bills each legislator can introduce from 40 to 30.

At a time when Republicans and Democrats can't agree on how to solve the state's gargantuan budget shortfall, it's ridiculous for legislators to spend time debating so many bills. California has many crucial needs -- ending the chronic budget crises and reforming the state's dysfunctional prison and education systems, for starters. The deluge of proposed laws only serves to distract legislators from these fundamental duties. Besides, the public is ill-served by an endless stream of needless laws.

For instance, Senate Bill 818 would revise the definition of olive oil, helping protect consumers from those who would sell lower-quality oil as the higher-priced "extra virgin." SB 39 would restrict the sale of caffeinated beer, a beverage opponents say can lead to binge drinking among youth. Under AB 300 -- the "Safe Body Art Act" -- creators of "body art" would be required to register with law enforcement agencies.

Since the start of the year, legislators have introduced an average of 43 bills a day, or nearly two an hour. While many are simply empty placeholders to meet the deadline, the flood of bills suggests legislators are more preoccupied with self-promotion and serving interest groups than offering real solutions to the state budget crisis.

And there are many ways legislators can help balance the budget. For instance, last month Brown asked the state auditor and Little Hoover Commission to provide lists of the "Top 10 Actions" the state could take to cut waste and boost efficiency. Legislators should direct their staffs to scour these reports for ways to save money. They could even draft bills to do that.

They might even pull out the 2,500-page California Performance Review that former Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger commissioned in 2004 and take a look at how they might implement some of the $32 billion in cost-saving measures.

And of course, legislators should comb through the state budget and weed out any unnecessary, duplicative and inefficient spending.

Finally, instead of debating the nuances of AB 1279 -- a bill that calls for dog pounds to be known as "animal shelters" and references to killing animals changed to "humanely euthanizing the animal" -- legislators could be seeking ways to minimize the effects Brown's proposed tax increases and service cuts might have on millions of Californians.

