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LET THE PUBLIC SPEAK

Save the senior center
EDITOR: This letter is about 

saving the Bennett Valley 
Senior Center. I know it will 
take a lot of  money to renovate 
the senior center. How about a 
fundraiser or the kindness of  
the public, or both?

For seniors such as myself  
who go to the center for activ-
ities, it is a warm and friendly 
place where everyone is accept-
ed. Some of  us look forward 
to going there to play bingo 
or pool or even to take knit-
ting classes. We make a lot of  
friends, socialize and get to be 
around people who understand 
us. Some of  us look forward 
to this as an outing. It is like a 
second home to us.

Don’t forget: Everyone gets 
old and needs places to look 
forward to being.

Saint Vincent de Paul needs a 
new roof, and the Windsor Golf  
Club is holding a fundraiser 
and cocktail party to raise mon-
ey. Can’t something of  that sort 
be done for the Bennett Valley 
Senior Center?

Please consider a way to ren-
ovate our second home. We have 
potlucks on holidays, Mother’s 
Day and Father’s Day, and the 
kitchen serves lunch for people 
in need. Let’s work together and 
find a way to save us.

BARBARA JAHN
Santa Rosa

Technical high schools
EDITOR: David Sortino’s 

Close to Home column in 
Thursday’s paper needs to 
be major headline (“Why 
Santa Rosa needs a technical 
high school”). We need more 
technical training at the high 
school level for kids who aren’t 
academically gifted but have su-
perior skills in practical fields, 
such as carpentry, plumbing, 
landscaping, etc.

It is a waste of  taxpayer 
money, and certainly of  young 
talent, to force kids to study ac-
ademic subjects for which they 
have no interest or ability.

My education in England 
was based upon three levels 

of  high school. All taught the 
basics — “the three R’s” — but 
at different levels, with the first 
level continuing academic sub-
jects, the second level devoted 
to such subjects as engineering, 
architecture, design, etc., and 
the third level was for the slow-
er learners.

Typically, level one students 
went on to a university, level 
two went to technical colleges, 
and level three went into 
service jobs. But any one of  
these students had the option 
of  moving to a different level if  
they were capable of  doing the 
coursework.

Using this method would save 
millions of  academic dollars 
and help prevent student angst 
when forced into subjects in 
which they have no interest or 
ability.

KAY OPPENHEIMER
Santa Rosa

Conservation fund at risk
EDITOR: In 1964, Congress 

established the land and water 
conservation fund in order to 
invest in and protect our natu-
ral areas, water resources and 
cultural heritage. By utilizing 
revenues from offshore oil and 
gas leasing, the fund protects 
national lands and waters with-
out using any taxpayer dollars.

In California, the fund helps 
protect state treasures such as 
the Lake Tahoe Basin and the 
forests of  the Sierra Nevada, as 
well as places closer to home, in-
cluding the Mendocino National 
Forest and Point Reyes National 
Seashore. Since its inception, 
the land and water conservation 
fund has contributed more than 
$7 million to sites in Mendocino 
and Sonoma counties.

Unfortunately, the fund is set 
to expire on Sept. 30 unless Con-
gress takes immediate action. If  
the fund isn’t reauthorized and 
fully funded, outdoor projects 
throughout the country could 
go unfinished, and parcels of  
land in every state could go 
unprotected.

Luckily, Rep. Jared Huffman 
is cosponsoring legislation 
to permanently reauthorize 

and fully fund the land and 
water conservation fund. As 
his constituent, I would like to 
thank him for his dedication 
to protecting the lands in the 
community that I call home. I 
call on the rest of  Congress to 
follow his lead and reauthorize 
and fully fund the land and 
water conservation fund.

MAGGIE FLAHERTY
Ukiah

A reason for shame
EDITOR: As Sonoma County 

citizens we now have the right 
to be ashamed of  our district 
attorney and the multiple law 
enforcement groups that tried 
to shield sheriff’s Sgt. Eric 
Gelhaus from responsibility in 
the Andy Lopez killing. These 
groups unwittingly skewered 
their own position by claiming 
that the decision by the court 
will require officers in the field 
to second guess themselves. 
Exactly. Maybe if  Gelhaus had 
taken five seconds instead of  
three to size up the situation, 
Andy would be alive today.

PIETER S MYERS
Occidental

An electoral awakening
EDITOR: What can anyone 

make of  the surprise win by Al-
exandria Ocasio-Cortez in the 
congressional district that runs 
through Queens and the Bronx 
in New York? She won over a 
powerful 10-term congressman, 
Joseph Crowley. Is it because 
he didn’t take Ocasio-Cortez se-
riously? I don’t think so. In my 
opinion, her win is about the 
shifting demographics in the 
district, Ocasio-Cortez’s social-
ist message and the anxieties 
many are feeling in the Donald 
Trump era. It is my notion that 
across the country many sur-
prise wins will come out of  an 
awakening that the very spirit 
of  democracy is under a threat 
from the current White House 
occupant.

ALFRED WADDELL
Marstons Mills, Massachusetts

It’s not just the kids at the 
border.

America systematically 
shortchanges tens of  millions 
of  children, including home-
grown kids. The upshot is that 
American kids are more likely 
to be poor, to drop out of  high 
school and even to die young 
than in other advanced coun-
tries.

We tear apart homegrown 
families, too, through mass 
incarceration, excessive juve-
nile detention and overuse of  
foster care. One black child in 10 
spends time in foster care — and 
61,000 foster kids have simply 
gone missing since 2000.

Like immigration, the mis-
treatment of  children is an old 
problem that President Donald 
Trump is exacerbating. Here’s 
a rule of  thumb in America for 
any shortage of  resources or 
conflict over priorities: Kids get 
screwed.

“A shockingly high number of  
children in the U.S. live in pov-
erty,” the United Nations special 
rapporteur on extreme poverty 
and human rights, Philip Alston, 
declared in a scathing report. Al-
most one-fifth of  American chil-
dren live in poverty, he noted, 
and they account for more than 

one-fifth of  homeless people.
Alston told me that “there’s 

a very direct link” between the 
mistreatment of  immigrant 
children at the border and the 
indifference toward low-income 
children all across the country. 
The core reason, he suggested, is 
a lack of  compassion.

Nikki Haley, the U.S. ambas-
sador to the United Nations, 
protested the U.N. report, saying, 
“It is patently ridiculous for 
the United Nations to examine 
poverty in America.”

Really, Ambassador Haley?
Yes, it’s weird that a U.N. offi-

cial tasked with poverty investi-
gates the most powerful country 
in the world — and finds that 
kids here have worms. I’m glad 
that the U.N. speaks up not only 
for impoverished children in 
Congo, but also for those in, say, 
South Carolina (where a new-
born black child has a shorter 
life expectancy than a child born 
in China).

Two researchers, Kathryn 

Edin and Luke Shaefer, have 
found that some 3 million Amer-
ican children live in “extreme 
poverty,” with a cash income of  
less than $2 per person per day, 
the global metric for extreme 
poverty.

That’s not to say that poverty 
in America is comparable to 
that in poor countries. Ameri-
can kids may go to bed hungry, 
but very few are stunted from 
malnutrition, compared with 
38 percent of  children in India.

The paradox is that the United 
States historically was a safe 
and nurturing place for chil-
dren. America helped lead the 
world in mass education, and 
in 1960 children here died at 
lower rates than in most other 
advanced countries.

Since about 1970, however, as 
other countries provided uni-
versal health care and built up 
social safety nets, American kids 
have been dying at higher rates. 
A child is 57 percent more likely 
to die by the age of  19 in the 
U.S. than in our peer countries, 
according to a study published 
this year in Health Affairs.

Half  a million American kids 
still suffer from lead poisoning 
each year. And Dr. Peter Hotez, 
a tropical disease specialist at 

Baylor’s College of  Medicine, 
warns that here in the United 
States, “Millions of  children 
living in poverty may be affected 
by toxocariasis, a parasitic 
roundworm infection.”

Why do we stiff kids? Why 
do we provide universal health 
care for senior citizens (which is 
expensive) but not for children 
(which would be cheap)? The 
simple answer: Kids don’t vote. 
They depend on us, and we fail 
them.

If  we can broaden the cur-
rent outrage to the plight of  all 
children in America, we could 
transform lives.

In Arkansas, I once dropped 
in on the home of  a struggling 
13-year-old boy. It was a filthy 
flophouse for drug users in a 
gang-ridden area. There were 
no books in the house, and no 
food; the only reason the power 
wasn’t cut off for nonpayment 
was the pit bull kept to scare off 
the utility crew.

These are difficult problems 
but not hopeless ones, and 
we know what works. Early 
childhood programs in partic-
ular make a huge difference: 
parent coaching, high-quality 
prekindergarten, lead poisoning 
interventions, social worker 

visits and mentoring.
World Bank President Jim 

Yong Kim cites a study indi-
cating that if  the U.S. invested 
in effective early childhood 
programs, the lifelong benefits 
would be so transformative that 
American inequality could be 
reduced to Canadian levels.

We already have a model: 
When Tony Blair was the Brit-
ish prime minister he under-
took a major campaign against 
child poverty and cut it nearly 
in half.

Unfortunately, Trump is 
moving in the opposite direc-
tion, cutting benefit programs 
in ways that will hurt poor kids. 
Trump’s tax cuts add to the 
deficit — meaning that we are 
partying and sticking children 
with the bill.

A national, bipartisan outcry 
forced Trump to back down 
from tearing immigrant chil-
dren from their parents’ arms 
at the border; that was a shared 
outpouring of  compassion that 
represented our country’s best. 
Now we need a similar outcry 
on behalf  of  all of  America’s 
children.

Nicholas Kristof  is a columnist 
for the New York Times.

America is guilty of neglecting kids: Our own
NICHOLAS KRISTOF

Charting a new 
course for Sonoma 
Developmental Center
For almost 130 years, the 

Sonoma Developmental 
Center has been a home 

and refuge for some of  Califor-
nia’s most vulnerable residents.

At the end of  this year, if  the 
state keeps to its schedule, the 
center will close its doors.

Residents suffer from trau-
matic brain injuries, autism, 
cerebral palsy and other intel-
lectual disabilities. Fewer than 
100 remain, down from about 
400 when the impending closure 
was an-
nounced three 
years ago.

The transi-
tion from in-
stitutionalized 
care probably 
was inevitable. 
But it will be 
beneficial only 
if  responsible 
agencies en-
sure that care 
provided in community-based 
group homes is sound and that 
specialized services, including 
medical care and crisis inter-
vention, are available. Cutting 
corners isn’t an option.

Meanwhile, the focus is be-
ginning to shift to determining 
what will happen to the devel-
opmental center campus south 
of  Glen Ellen.

Plotting its future is a once in 
a lifetime opportunity for the 
Sonoma Valley. The scenic 
860-acre property is tucked 
between Sonoma Mountain and 
the Mayacamas and abuts two 
parks. It has forests, meadows, 
a 16-mile network of  hiking 
trails, two large lakes and is 
bisected by a mile-long stretch 
of  Sonoma Creek.

But the buildings and much 
of  the infrastructure are in 
bad shape. Just upgrading the 
heating, cooling, electrical and 
storm drainage systems to 
current standards would cost 
almost $115 million, according 
to a site report released last 
week by the state Department 
of  General Services.

The buildings still need to 
be assessed for asbestos, lead 
contamination and seismic 
safety, the report said, with 
repair and rehabilitation costs 
potentially exceeding $1,000 per 
square-foot.

Ironically enough, that may 
not be bad news, at least not 
for anyone concerned that the 
property will be sold for devel-
opment. The steep repair costs, 
coupled with local development 

restrictions, could limit the 
appeal to potential buyers.

That may be one reason why 
the state promised to solicit 
input from local government 
and stakeholder groups on the 
disposition of  the property, 
rather than simply identifying 
it as surplus property and offer-
ing it for sale.

Among the possible uses in 
the Department of  General 
Services’ site report are hous-
ing and commercial, retail and 

office spaces, 
an equestrian 
center and a 
satellite college 
campus. Two 
previously 
shuttered 
developmental 
centers were 
converted to 
California State 
University 
campuses, and 

Sonoma State University offi-
cials have acknowledged their 
interest in potential educational 
uses for this property.

As the state’s nonpartisan 
legislative analyst noted, rev-
enue from the sale or lease of  
developmental centers prop-
erties — there are two others, 
also slated for closure — could 
help fund services needed by 
the former residents. That’s a 
worthwhile idea.

But any plan for the Sonoma 
Developmental Center needs to 
protect the open space, water 
resources and wildlife corridors.

The best way to accomplish 
that is to limit any residential, 
commercial or educational 
uses to the core campus along 
Arnold Drive. Open space areas 
could be added to the adjacent 
state and county parks.

There aren’t many recent 
examples of  converting such 
a spectacular piece of  public 
property, but one of  the few is 
barely an hour away from the 
Sonoma Developmental Center. 
After more than 200 years as a 
military installation, San Fran-
cisco’s Presidio was transferred 
to the National Park Service 
in 1994, with a trust created by 
Congress two years later to fund 
park operations through leases 
for commercial and residential 
uses.

We encourage the state to 
consider this successful model 
for the Sonoma Developmental 
Center, with a goal of  benefiting 
its former residents and their 
former community.

The focus is 
beginning to 
shift to what will 
happen to the 
developmental 
center campus. 


