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Viewpointsthe First Amendment: Congress shall make no law respecting an estab-

lishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging 
the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably 
to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

The Weekly Wrapup
Opinions from 
around Georgia

Open government
 is the best government

Open government is not 
a political platform.

It is a basic American 
right.

The political landscape 
is more polarized than 
ever and there seems to be 
little common ground for 
conservatives and progres-
sives.

Transparency 
— keeping the 
light on the peo-
ple’s business — 
ought to be some-
thing everyone 
can agree on.

Instead, con-
servatives want to 
reveal the secrets 
of liberals and 
liberals want to 
expose the actions 
of conservatives.

Openness in 
government is 
not a liberal, conservative, 
Republican, Democrat, 
independent, Libertarian 
or freedom caucus issue.

It often appears that 
whatever party is in the 
minority becomes the 
champion of transparency 
right up until the time it is 
in the majority.

Politicians stump on 

transparency and are all 
about open access, until 
they have something they 
want to keep secret.

The need for transpar-
ency in local, state and 
federal government tran-
scends parties and political 
ideologies.

Checks and balanc-
es provide few 
checks and little 
balance when offi-
cials broker deals 
behind closed 
doors and conceal 
documents that 
contain important 
information that 
the public has the 
right, and often 
the need, to know.

Local gov-
ernment has the 
biggest impact in 
the lives of people 

daily.
Whether it is in the form 

of property taxes, sales 
taxes, business taxes, state-
shared dollars or federal 
grants, loans and funding, 
local government is 100 
percent taxpayer-funded.

The public has the right 
to know how its money is 
being spent.

The decisions being 
made, the dollars being 
doled out and the records 
being kept by city hall, the 
county commission, the 
board of education or the 
utility district all belong 
to liberals, conservatives, 
Republicans, Democrats, 
independents, Libertarians 
and even politically disin-
terested individuals.

All stakeholders have a 
stake in open meetings and 
public records and should 
care about transparency 
issues.

The lack of and need 
for true government trans-
parency should be about 
the most bipartisan cause 
that exists.

Any elected official 
who truly cares about 
public service in a real 
and meaningful way and 
fully understands what 
a representative form of 
government is all about, 
should not only champion 
openness in government, 
but should be the most 
effective watchdogs, 
looking out for the public 
trust.

Sadly, those kinds of 
elected officials are hard 

to find.
The press tries to keep 

an eye on government 
and expose clandestine 
actions and in response 
journalists are often rid-
iculed, belittled and even 
threatened for just doing 
their jobs, as they work to 
keep government honest 
by making use of access 
laws.

But, the public needs 
to understand that access 
to government documents 
and actions is not just a 
media right.

It is your right.

Jim Zachary is the 
deputy national editor 
of CNHI, editor of the 
Valdosta Daily Times, 
president and chair-
man of the Red & Black 
Publishing Co. serving 
the University of Georgia, 
vice president of the 
Georgia First Amendment 
Foundation, director of 
the Transparency Project 
of Georgia and a mem-
ber of the Grady College 
of Journalism and Mass 
Communications Board of 
Trust. He can be reached 
at jzachary@cnhi.com.

Women united for 
a better community

One of my favorite parts about 
being the president of United Way 
is working with great leaders every 
day. March is Women’s History 
Month, and as I reflect there are 
several women who have inspired 
me. These women may have been 
community volunteers, leaders of the 
PTA, involved in 
churches, raising 
families, running 
companies and 
even our future 
leaders who vol-
unteer with our 
Youth United ini-
tiative.

Here are some 
of the strong 
women who 
have inspired me 
recently:

• Karen 
Mendelsohn is the 
senior vice president of marketing 
at Mohawk Industries. She recently 
shared some great lessons with our 
Young Leaders Society. Reflecting 
on her career over the years and les-
sons learned, Karen encouraged us 
to never compromise our families for 
our jobs and to not work so hard! If 
you come into a situation with any-
thing less than firm ethical values, 
it will backfire. She inspired us all 
by sharing that regardless of your 
position, you have the opportunity to 
be a leader.

• Brenda Knowles, vice president 
of marketing at Shaw Industries and 
dedicated United Way board mem-
ber, has shown me that being flexible 
does not just make for success, it is 
necessary for survival. She lives out 
her own advice to always do what is 

expected, plus more. It does not mat-
ter if the “more” is not really your 
job. As a leader both professionally 
and in the community, I’m inspired 
by her dedication to her company, 
but also, her family, her friends and 
her community. Brenda and I enjoy 
sharing parenting stories and advice 
as we raise our teenage daughters.

• Dixie Kinard has taught me 
many things over the years and has 
been a mentor and friend. Dixie 
has shown us all how to have a 
successful career while raising a 
family. She’s a successful entre-
preneur and community volunteer 
extraordinaire! She is one of the 
founding co-chairs of our Women’s 
Leadership Council. She does all of 
this while putting her family first. 
She has been a constant source of 
inspiration for me as I work and 
raise my family. Dixie has also 
taught me some great life lessons 
about being prepared for anything. 
I’ve learned to always have an extra 
jacket and pair of shoes in my car, 
because you never know what the 
day will bring!

• Debbie Macon is another strong 
servant leader and friend. Debbie 
and her husband, Bryan, are leading 
the United Way Campaign in 2018. 
She is unafraid to step in and tack-
le major projects with a hands-on 
approach. When she sees a need, 
she diligently works to fill it. She 
has been instrumental in complet-
ing many projects and fundraising 
efforts through the years, including 
projects at our church, Dalton First 
United Methodist Church, and 
spearheading the completion of the 
new building for our community 
partner, RossWoods Adult Day 

Services. Debbie has also raised a 
wonderful family. I enjoy talking 
with Debbie about our great com-
munity, and I love to see her joy 
when she speaks of her grandchil-
dren!

All of these women have inspired 
me personally and professionally. 
I’ve met countless others through 
the years at United Way who are 
leading the charge and inspiring the 
change — 330 of them are members 
of our Women’s Leadership Council 
investing $1.17 million annually to 
fight for the education, basic needs 
and health of every person in our 
community. Women’s Leadership 
Council is committed to creating a 
better future.

This year our Women’s Leadership 
Council is proud to host Erin 
and Ben Napier, stars of HGTV’s 
“Home Town,” for our 2018 Spring 
Symposium on April 18 at 11 a.m. at 
Walnut Hill Farm.

Erin and Ben live and restore 
homes in small town Laurel, Miss. 
Their passion for revitalizing small 
towns and products made in America 
is perfectly aligned with United 
Way’s commitment to building a bet-
ter community and enhancing qual-
ity of life. Our community’s roots 
are grounded in the entrepreneurial 
spirit.

Visit ourunitedway.org for tick-
ets to the Symposium. Join us 
Tuesday at 3:30 p.m. at Stage 123 
in downtown to learn more about 
our Women’s Leadership Council at 
our Annual Meeting and Volunteer 
Awards.

Amanda Burt is president of the 
United Way of Northwest Georgia.

Jim
Zachary

amanda
Burt

The Marietta Daily 
Journal on a commu-
nity’s responsibili-
ty to protect their 
schools’ students:

Since the Florida high 
school Valentine’s Day 
massacre, the thought of 
how to keep our Marietta 
and Cobb schools safe from 
psychopaths has weighed 
heavily on parents’ minds. 
The nature of a school 
lends itself to being an easy 
target for those intent on 
doing harm, with children 
and teachers who enter and 
exit on a daily basis. But 
this isn’t to say preventative 
measures can’t be taken 
and enhanced.

Marietta Superintendent 
Grant Rivera believes two 
conversations are needed, 
with one on how to be 
proactive — encouraging 
students, staff and families 
to be alert and come for-
ward when they encounter 
warning signs. Over-
communicating is always 
better than failing to follow 
up on warning signs, as 
was the case in the Florida 
shooting.

Marietta Police Chief 
Dan Flynn says his depart-
ment recently released a 
template to help schools 
develop campus violence 
prevention policies. The 
template is designed to urge 
students and parents to 
look for warning signs and 
threats, then communicate 
them to school officials.

“Once a concern is 
reported to school officials, 
they are bound by policy to 
act on it, usually by at least 
consulting with the police 
to determine if further 
action is warranted,” Flynn 
said.

A second conversation 
Rivera said needs to take 
place is how to make 
schools less of a target. 
Chief Flynn calls this strat-
egy “target hardening” and 
his officers are certified in 
a process known as “Crime 
Prevention Through 
Environmental Design,” 
a service offered to all 
schools in Marietta.

For example, at sever-
al Marietta elementary 
schools, there are two 
locked doors to pass 
through before entering 
the school. The first locked 
door leads to a vestibule 
area where you are greeted 
by another locked door. 
Rivera says this is to ensure 
a greater degree of security 
where someone can see 
you and buzz you in. Other 
measures are confidential 
so as not to give bad actors 
advance warning.

There is debate over 
arming teachers, the idea 
being if teachers have 
weapons, they aren’t sitting 
targets. Neither Rivera nor 
Cobb Superintendent Chris 
Ragsdale support that mea-
sure. Ragsdale says a teach-
er’s plate of responsibilities 
is already overflowing. 
Ragsdale asked, would you 
pay them twice the salary 
then, given they would be 
performing two jobs, that 
of educator and protector? 
Better to leave firearms in 
the hands of law enforce-
ment stationed at schools.

The idea of installing 
metal detectors at a school’s 
front entrance has also 
been floated, yet Ragsdale 
and Rivera are not fans of 
this approach either. To 
begin with, they don’t work 
because students get around 
them, the superintendents 
say. Aside from their inef-
fectiveness, there is the 
added challenge of how to 
funnel 3,000 high school 
students through metal 
detectors each morning, 
something it takes TSA 

hours to do at the airport.
What both superinten-

dents do find effective is 
stationing police officers at 
the schools, officers who 
build relationships with the 
students, encouraging them 
to speak up when some-
thing is amiss. Ragsdale 
says the majority of inci-
dents are avoided because a 
student brings information 
to adults at a school. In 
fact, were money no object, 
both superintendents would 
station a police officer at 
each of their schools.

The Cobb School District 
employs 65 police officers 
with 53 assigned to the dis-
trict’s 112 schools.

The school board would 
need to hire another 60 or 
so officers to have them 
at all Cobb schools — an 
added cost of $6.3 million 
the first year and $4.3 mil-
lion thereafter, according 
to district spokesman John 
Stafford. While it may 
seem excessive to have 
a police officer at every 
elementary school in the 
county, think of what may 
have happened were one at 
Sandy Hook Elementary 
School in 2012, when a psy-
chopath, finding the main 
entrance locked, shot out a 
glass panel to gain entrance 
before fatally shooting 20 
children and six adults?

In addition to quality 
police officers stationed at 
our high schools, another 
place where Cobb is ahead 
of the curve is with the 
crisis management system 
it rolled out last year called 
AlertPoint. The system, 
which, when fully imple-
mented, will be in every 
Cobb school, gives staff 
the ability to activate an 
alert from anywhere on 
a school’s campus. This 
means instead of, say, a 
custodian seeing a threat 
and sending word to the 
principal, who in turn puts 
the school on lockdown, 
said custodian can activate 
the code red the instant the 
threat is seen.

Moreover, Ragsdale says 
the county’s special 1 per-
cent sales tax program has 
allowed staff to rekey every 
door in the school district, 
so that Cobb has the capa-
bility to lock classroom 
doors when a code red is 
issued. Because if you’re 
not able to lock a door, you 
have automatically put 30 
children and a teacher in 
additional jeopardy.

Regular training for an 
active shooter scenario 
is also key to helping a 
school community prepare. 
Chief Flynn says Marietta 
excels in the training of 
its teachers, students and 
general public in how to 
survive and protect others 
in such scenarios. The 
police department offers 
nationally certified, ongo-
ing and free seminars on 
the subject, and, to date, 
has presented them to 
about 16,000 people in and 
around Marietta.

With the AlertPoint 
system, the evaluation of 
protocols and the highly 
trained school police offi-
cers, Ragsdale believes the 
school district has gone 
above and beyond in efforts 
to keep safety the top pri-
ority.

A communitywide effort 
is needed with everyone on 
the alert to avoid the fate 
of Columbine, Sandy Hook 
and Parkland.

“If we can get to a place 
where I’ve got 2,400 sets of 
eyes and ears, maybe that’s 
the power,” Rivera said. 
“Maybe that’s the social 
awareness that we’ve now 
come upon 19 years after 
Columbine that this is not 
OK. We have a collective 
responsibility. That’s maybe 
the opportunity we have to 
redefine what’s going on.”

WRITE TO US!
Send your letter to the editor to 

charlesoliver@daltoncitizen.com.


