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PURVIEWS

Raise tax
to snuff out

smoking habit
Raising the state's cigarette tax is a good idea

for a pack of reasons. But we have no faith that
the extra revenue will be used as intended.

Normally we would oppose any new tax. How-
ever, the possible benefits are too great in this
case.

The Healthy Wisconsin Committee, appointed
by Gov. Jim Doyle, recommends boosting the tax
by $1 per pack to raise about $277 million a year
and fund health care coverage for about 160,000
residents. The group suggests using the money to
expand the state's Medicaid program, which cov-
ers the elderly, disabled and low-income people;
and to create a re-insurance pool for catastrophic
care claims so insurance is more affordable for
small businesses. Expanding Medicaid would

generate anoth-
fe ' er $378 million
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The tax increase would help many state resi-
dents keep New Year's resolutions. It would en-
courage an estimated 34,000 adults to quit smok-
ing and keep about twice that many kids from
the addiction.

The tax boost would save millions in preventa-
ble health care costs, much of which Wisconsin
taxpayers now bear, Wisconsin Hospital Associa-
tion President Steve Brenton says.

All those benefits would make the tax increase
logical, and a recent statewide American Cancer
Society poll shows 77 percent back a $1 increase.
But it's no "political slam dunk," as WHA Senior
Vice President Eric Borgerding suggests. Many
lawmakers, especially Republicans who control
the Assembly, avoid tax increases like the plague.

Sen. Mike Ellis, R-Neenah, blasted the propos-
al as a money grab against an easy target in
smokers and an easy pot of money to expand
spending.

Still, Sen. Judy Robson, D-Beloit, who is in-
coming Senate majority leader, believes she has
enough votes in the Senate to support an in-
crease, though not one that large.

However, our main concern is spending the
money the right way. Doyle says he would sup-
port the increase only if the money is reserved for
smoking-related illnesses and programs to pre-
vent smoking and to help smokers quit

But Doyle is part of the problem. He has
swiped an estimated $1.1 billion from the state's
transportation coffers—supposedly segregated
funds—to pad other spending.

Before Doyle took office, the state was awarded
a $6 billion settlement from the tobacco industry,
and part of it was supposed to help snuff out
smoking. It quickly went up in smoke as our
elected leaders frittered it away for a fraction of
its long-term value to fill budget deficits.

If the state can create an ironclad guarantee
that the money from a higher cigarette tax would
be used as proposed, we would support it whole-
heartedly But if such an assurance exists any-
where, we'd like to know of it. The track record
for our elected officials lacks credibility. They've
shown time and again that they're addicted to
spending supposedly segregated funds elsewhere.
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Bipartisan boondoggle
Don't blame Republicans exclusively for Katrina waste

MICHELLE
MALKIN

Government sucks. It sucks billions of taxpay-
er dollars down the drain in the name of prevent-
ing disasters. It sucks billions more cleaning up
those disasters when prevention fails. It sucks
millions on top of the billions for investigations
and recriminations. And then the cycle begins
anew.

The Bush administration, like
every administration since Jim-
my Carter created the Federal
Emergency Management Agency
in 1979, has failed mightily to
break the natural disaster-federal
disaster cycle. Next to the sys-
temic breakdown on border secu-
rity and immigration enforce-
ment, the Hurricane Katrina
boondoggle stands as the Repub-
licans' most disgraceful domestic
failure. After years of hawking 5-
pound fiscal conservative blue-
prints for downsizing government bureaucracy
and reforming federal spending, the GOP blew a
monumental opportunity to show liberals how to
end disaster socialism.

Federal investigators now estimate the total
for Hurricane Katrina waste could exceed $2 bil-
lion next year. Some $1 billion in aid has already
been squandered on everything from unused
trailers to empty cruise snip cabins, junkets and
disaster aid debit cards that covered strip club
and champagne expenses. Investigators reported-
ly will release the first of several audits examin-
ing more than $12 billion in Katrina contracts
next month.

Adding to this already nauseating debacle:
grandstanding Democrats. According to the Asso-
ciated Press, when the Dems take over in January,
"at least seven committees plan hearings or other
oversight—from housing to disaster loans—on
how the $88 billion approved for Katrina relief is
being spent."

Among those chairing oversight panels: Sen.
Robert "They call me 'The Pork King,' they don't
know how much I enjoy it" Byrd, D-WVa. When
they hold their windy hearings and press confer-
ences decrying wastefraudandabuse, they'll bray
about countless hurricane contractors with GOP
ties. They'll turn over the microphone to corpo-
rate shakedown hypocrites such as Jesse Jackson
to moan about favoritism in government con-
tracting. And they'll assail the Republican culture
of corruption while looking the other way at Kat-
rina's Democrat profiteers.

You will hear a lot about the Shaw Group, for
example, which snapped up major disaster relief
and reconstruction contracts in the aftermath of
Hurricane Katrina. Mainstream media outlets
and Democrat mau-mauers have zeroed in on
Shaw's "ties to the Bush White House" and the
multibillion-dollar conglomerate's status as a
"major corporate client of Joe Allbaugh, President
Bush's former campaign manager and a former
head of the Federal Emergency Management
Agency."

What Nancy Pelosi and company will not men-
tion, though, is that the Shaw Group was founded
by major Louisiana Democrat player Jim Bern-
hard—a former chairman of the Louisiana Demo-
crat Party who worked tirelessly for Democrat
Louisiana Gov. Kathleen Blanco's runoff cam-
paign and served as co-chair of her transition
team. Bernhard was palsy-walsy with Blanco,
whom he has lent/offered the Shaw Group's cor-
porate jets to on numerous occasions. Another
Shaw executive was Blanco's campaign manager.

Democrats also plan to make hay of no-bid
trailer contract awards that have benefited Re-
publican-leaning businesses, including a joint
venture involving Del-Jen Inc., a subsidiary of
Fluor, which has reportedly donated more than
$930,000 to mostly GOP candidates since 2000.

But what will the anti-cronyism Democrats say
about Bourget's of the South—which, according
to the New Orleans Times-Picayune, "has become
the biggest Louisiana supplier of trailers to
FEMA by far, collecting nearly $120 million from
no-bid federal contracts?" The company had no
license to sell trailers nor any experience in the
industry when it secured a $6.4 million deal after
Katrina hit.

It did, however, have connections. The men
who own Bourget's—brothers Glen and Gary
Smith—are sons of Henry Smith, the treasurer of
the executive committee of the Louisiana Democ-
ratic Party. The Times-Picayune notes further:
"Gary's son and Glen's nephew, Gary Smith Jr., is
the Democratic state representative from Norco
who sits on the House Special Committee on Dis-
aster Planning, Crisis Management, Recovery and
Long-Term Revitalization." Heckuva job,
Smithies!

Katrina cronyism comes in equally vibrant
shades of red and blue. Such are the rotten fruits
of bipartisanship in Washington.

Michelle Malkin is a syndicated columnist and
author of "Unhinged: Exposing Liberals Gone
Wild"; e-mail writemalkin@gmaU.com.
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Stop running traffic lights
Editor, the Gazette:

I've got to tell you that it seriously scares me
any more to drive in this town. I just can't believe
the number of people who burn yellow lights and
run red ones just so they don't have to sit through
another light change.

If you do this, do the rest of us a favor and ei-
ther leave your house a few minutes early or be a
few minutes late to where you are going, please
before you kill or hurt someone.

JESSICA WHITFORD
Janesville

Give us health care, not war
Editor, the Gazette:

Bush and his Republican cronies believe Iraqis
deserve national health care at U.S. taxpayers' ex-
pense, but they do not believe that Americans de-

serve national health care, especially the poor
and uninsured. The result is that thousands and
thousands of Americans are dying every year be-
cause they cannot obtain health care. As a result,
Bush and his Republican cronies are committing
genocide on a segment of our population.

Instead of spending $100 billon more on their
war on Iraq that is a lost cause that we should
have never committed in the first place, this mon-
ey should be invested in a national universal
health care program, as well as protecting the en-
vironment, our national parks and our infrastruc-
ture.

DAVE SEARLES
Brodhead

EDITOR'S NOTE: Searles is founder and presi-
dent of The Ecotopian Society, an environmental
and progressive philosophical and political net-
work It is dedicated to preserving and protecting
the environment and our national heritage.
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RICK HOROWITZ

To meet Ford,
he needed

a better idea
Gerald Ford, the president of the United

States, was going to be staying in the very same
hotel I was living in. I was working for the very
guy who was trying to deny him a full four-
year term of his own. So I did something that
seemed perfectly natural at
the time: I wrote Jerry Ford a
note welcoming him to town,
and I invited myself up for a
visit.

The town in question was
Joliet, III., and the time was
mid-October of 1976, at the
height of a hotly contested
presidential campaign. I'd
been detailed to Joliet to try to
drum up votes for Jimmy -
Carter, the former governor of
Georgia.

President Ford was coming to Joliet to kick
off a whistle-stop train tour of Illinois, trying to
keep the Land of Lincoln in the Republican
column. He and his wife would be spending
the night before the tour at a hotel in down-
town Joliet—the Sheraton Motor Inn, if memo-
ry serves—celebrating their 28th wedding an-
niversary and watching the televised vice-pres-
idential debate between the president's run-,
ning mate, Bob Dole, and Walter Mondale.

I was a 20-something low-level staffer on
my first political assignment, and a Democrat.
He was the 38th president of the United States,
and a Republican. Why wouldn't he want to
hear from me?

I gave the note to the desk clerk at the hotel.
"Dear Mr. President," I began, and then I

told him that we were neighbors—back in
Washington, where I lived just a few miles ,: .
from where he lived (his place was nicer), and.,,.,
now here in Joliet, where we'd soon be just a; .){^
quick elevator ride apart. I made sure he un-j-,,jf|
derstood that I was working for the opposi- ^ ' i n
tion—our Carter supporters would even be C££V/
rying signs at the train station the next mon^ "n {
ing—but that nonetheless I had great respect), ;,„
both for him and for "the remarkable Betty
Ford." That was the adjective I used, I'm nearly
certain even after all these years: the "remark-
able" Betty Ford.

And, I went on, I'd be honored to have a
chance to drop by their hotel room that
evening to extend a welcome across the politi-
cal divide. Perhaps, I suggested, we could even
watch the debate together. '*\

Hoping to hear from him at his earliest con- .
venience, I was sincerely and very truly and
whatever else one says to end a note from a to-
tal stranger to the leader of the free world. I
put it into an envelope, gave it to the desk clerk
and went back to my room—a tiny Carter is-
land in the midst of Fordiana—to await a reply,
which could be arriving, I figured, within
hours.

No such thing.
The people around the president had evi-

dently decided that their guy could celebrate
his wedding anniversary and watch his run-
ning mate perfectly well without me in the
room. I didn't take it personally—although in
retrospect, I'd have loved to have been sitting
there on the couch during the debate's biggest
foot-in-mouth moment, when Sen. Dole started
toting up the dead and wounded Americans
from all the 20th century's "Democrat wars"—
his phrase, not mine, and a major gaffe. (My
own reaction: a brand-new sign for our next
day's demonstration: "Dole Is a Pineapple.")

But then, some weeks after .the president's
train left Joliet, a reply did arrive, typed on a
single sheet of White House paper. The presi-
dent regretted that his schedule hadn't permit-
ted us to meet, and he appreciated my kind
words, including the ones about the first lady,
which had of course been passed along to her.
And there was a signature at the bottom—in
the president's own hand, or perhaps an aide's,
or even a mechanical stand-in's. It didn't mat-
ter; it was good of him to write back—whoever
actually wrote it, whoever actually signed it

Gerald Ford ultimately carried Illinois, de-
spite our best efforts to prevent it, but he didn't
quite carry enough other states to hold on to
the White House. Within months of our paths
almost crossing in Joliet, he'd be a former pres-
ident, a title he'd wear with uncommon grace
for decades.

And it says something about those times—
and even more about that president—that a
20-something nobody working for the other i
side could contemplate writing him a note,
would think it not the slightest bit daffy to sug-
gest paying him a visit, would understand that
Jerry Ford was exactly the kind of fella who
might invite a fella from the other side up to
say hello and watch a little TV.

Rick Horowitz is a syndicated columnist. rViJ

You can write to him at rickhjorQ@execpc.conw I f !
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