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Issues& Ideas
OUR VIEW

CURING CITY HALL’S
CULTURE

Modesto has a chronic sickness; can we find a cure?
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J ust how sick is the city of
Modesto?
Let’s review the symp-

toms: First is the $16
million in unauthorized spend-
ing. It began when a city re-
vealed a contract for street
repairs had been overspent.
Then the number grew to nine.
Now, we’re told there are 45
similarly overspent contracts
due to precious little oversight
and, apparently, no account-
ability.
But this isn’t a seasonal flu; in

Modesto it’s a chronic condi-
tion.
Remember SCAP, the non-

profit that worked with the city
and paid $1.5 million for a prop-
erty valued at $1 million?
Remember the secrecy sur-

rounding the location of the
new courthouse, and a deal that
netted Modesto $286,000 on
land valued at $1 million?
Remember the city workers

who were caught “goofing off”
or napping on the job?
Remember Archway

Commons, the apartment
complex that cost the city
$326,000 per unit, or twice as
much as they should have?
There’s more – the phantom

building that city employees
constructed without the city
council’s knowledge by spend-
ing $49,500 at a time (just be-
low the approval limit). The $2
million spent on temporary
employees. The $343,000
countertop that city staff tried
to slip through on the consent
agenda.
No one is suggesting the cur-

rent problems result from graft

or malfeasance. But that doesn’t
mean they’re not important.
“Violating and ignoring the

city code gets to the heart … or
foundation of this framework
for governance,” wrote consul-
tant Bob Deis in a report deliv-
ered Tuesday. “In other words,
this purchasing issue is a big
deal!”
With so many symptoms of a

sick city government, it appears
interim city manager Joe Lopez
wants to be part of the cure.
“There is no reasonable, un-

derstandable or easy explana-
tion for what occurred,” he
wrote in his report. “In a nut-
shell, over multiple years, dif-
ferent city employees, holding
different titles and responsib-
ilities, allowed for a practice of
augmenting contracts without
required city council approval.”
Lopez — who as a deputy city

manager once had authority
over the finance department —
has implemented procedures to
increase oversight and create
additional checkpoints. Instead
of a single approval, there will
be up to four — ending with the
finance director.
When accounts are reaching

limits, the computer system will
send alerts. Instead of “verbal”
instructions, all purchasing
procedures — and consequences
for not following them — will be
put in writing.
It’s hard to believe such steps

don’t already exist, leading
some to call for Lopez’s firing.
We disagree.
As former city councilmem-

ber Janice Keating — who
helped uncover that phantom
building 14 years ago — put it,
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T he punchline to the
joke that made me
worry I was a sexual
harasser went like

this: “Boy, that hind-lickma-
neuver really works!”
Standing in the office park-

ing lot, we were talking about
choking hazards in young
children which triggered my
joke. It was hilarious, but
neither of my employees
laughed.
Both ladies kept talking

shop like nothing happened,
and in my awkward isolation,
I felt like something had.
Every day another celebrity

or politician is taken out for
“inappropriate workplace
behavior” and now I’m skit-
tish about anything I say to
the other genders at work.
Problem is, I think I’m really
funny and I crack myself up
all the time. I know I
shouldn’t be paranoid because
the people who work for me
are strong and smart and
would certainly speak up if I
or anyone else got out of line.
Wouldn’t they?
California Government

Code Sec.12950 states “super-
visory employees must have
two hours of interactive sex-
ual harassment training and
education every 2 years” but
that law only applies to com-
panies with 50 or more em-
ployees. My tiny workforce is
essentially all female and
though we’re all supposed to
be the same nowadays, I con-
fess I feel protective of them.
No one, not even me, is

going to make my work envi-
ronment toxic.
So I sought out the most

effective, evidence-based
sexual harassment training
available. Turns out there is
none.
The U.S. Equal Employment

Opportunity Commission put
out the findings of their 2016
Select Task Force on the
Study of Harassment in the
Workplace and concluded
“empirical data does not per-
mit us to make declarative
statements about whether
training, standing alone, is or
is not an effective tool in pre-
venting harassment.”

DIY sexual
harassment
training
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T he ringing phone was
like an explosion in the
windowless “Tank,” as
the Saigon intelligence

headquarters was called.
“The Embassy is under at-

tack,” announced the sergeant
at the desk that January morn-
ing in 1968. The Viet Cong Tet
Offensive had begun, nearly
simultaneously across at least a
hundred cities, villages and
military bases throughout the
Republic of Vietnam.
This was a massive attack that

some generals had insisted
could never happen. They were
wrong. Many observers had
seen it coming, some – the Aus-
sies in particular – as early as
August, 1967.
My own team had submitted

a summary of attacks we
thought would occur. Our work
had been ignored, but we had
predicted some three-fourths of
the attacks.
By all logic, I should have

died on Jan. 31, 1968. Events
leading me to night duty at

Westmoreland’s headquarters
had begun a couple weeks after
I arrived in the summer of 1967.
Vietnam was my first tour as

an intelligence officer, coming
from combat training at Ft.
Benning, Ga., and an intelli-
gence course at Ft. Holabird,
Md. I was assigned to a win-
dowless building that was part
of the top-level intelligence
empire of Gen. William C.
Westmoreland. Over my one-
year tour, I would be an in-
termittent officer-in-charge for
“order of battle” in the northern
sector of the war zone. Using at
least three translations of cap-
tured documents and prisoner
interrogations, our mission was

to report the enemy’s strength,
capability and intentions.
Very early, I saw morale in

the Center was dismal. My first
clue was a “hail and farewell”
cocktail party to welcome new
analysts and salute those head-
ing home. As the son of a career
Lt. Colonel, I was comfortable
enough around rank to offer a
toast from the newcomers to
those departing. To my shock,
these officers disappeared as if
a grenade had dropped at their
feet.
I soon learned our prede-

cessors had been criticized for
offering estimates of enemy
strength that were “too high.”
That critique came from the

top. Westmoreland was con-
vinced there was “light at the
end of the tunnel;” that his
strategy of search-and-destroy
operations (often followed by
questionable body counts) was
working. In November, 1967 he
had gone to Washington to

Have we learned the lessons
of Tet even 50 years later?

BY BRUCE E. JONES

DON MCCULLOM South Carolina State Museum

Two American soldiers defend against an attack during the Tet
Offensive on Jan. 31, 1968. SEE TET, 3B
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Let’s clean up
on ‘Trash Day’
If every person picked

up one piece of trash every
day, there will be no litter
problem. I am proposing a
county-wide “Trash Day”
on Saturday, March 17.
Each person who wants to
participate can sign up for
a minimum of of one hour
picking up trash in any
area they choose. Let’s
commit to litter pick-up.

– David Shirk, Modesto

We don’t need all
those golf courses
Re “Modesto takes

another swing at its golf
courses” (Page 3A,
Jan. 24): Why are we still
considering using city
money to maintain golf
courses? The water, irriga-
tion maintenance and
security alone is costly.
Then there is liability
insurance. There are pri-
vate golf clubs available.
The average property-
taxpaying citizen here
does not play golf. The city
golf courses are kept for a
special-interest group. We
need to hire police and
traffic control officers first,
paying them a comparable

wage in order to keep
them once they’re hired.
HR facilities are fine al-
ready; it’s the streets that
are not safe, and traffic
violations are rampant.

– Susan Moore, Modesto
Editor’s note: Stanislaus
County, which does not
own any golf courses, is
remodeling its human
resource offices in the
building it shares with the
city of Modesto. The city
of Modesto owns three
golf courses.

Get behind TJ; get
rid of Denham
In 2016, the unthinkable

happened: Donald Trump
was elected. He and his
loyalists began system-
atically dismantling the
work of President Obama
and all who came before
him.
My singular goal is to

unseat Trump loyalist Jeff
Denham and replace him
with a Democrat. To this
end, our best strategy is to
support TJ Cox for Con-
gress. I’ve listened careful-
ly to TJ and his challen-
gers. TJ stands out as
someone who has the
experience, energy, smarts
and integrity to make a

difference for the Central
Valley.
He’s a seasoned devel-

oper who understands how
government and the pri-
vate sector can work to-
gether to make communi-
ties stronger. TJ recognizes
opportunities to make
things better for the less
fortunate. He’ll go “toe to
toe” with anyone to
achieve his goals.
I’ve heard concerns that

TJ “isn’t from here.”
Though he’s lived, worked
and contributed to his
community in the Central
Valley, much of his time
was spent in the Fresno
area. I have no problem
with that. His impressive
work in building health
clinics, job training cen-
ters, and affordable hous-
ing was as needed and
important if it took place
100 miles from here or in
Modesto.
TJ Cox is absolutely our

best choice for Congress.
– Denise Hunt, Turlock

Won’t buckle belt?
Then you won’t go
You have come up with

cars that drive themselves.
Why can’t you come up
with an auto that the mo-

tor will not come on until
the seat belt is on? Save
lives.

– Jackie Baker, Groveland

We’ve come far,
but at what cost?
This world has seen

material advancement in
the past 250 years that is
unparallelled in known
history. While this ad-
vancement is wonderful,

man has subordinated his
spiritual advancement in
favor of the almighty dol-
lar. The pendulum has
swung far in one direction.
It is time that it come

back to the center, where
family values come first.
Our children have been
neglected in favor of two-
income families to pay for
large homes, two or three
cars, drugs and alcohol. Is
this the progress we want
for future generations? No.

The thing that made our
country the greatest on the
planet began with our
freedom of choice and the
high ideals of our founding
fathers. Our target now
should be a balance be-
tween the material and
spiritual sides of our na-
ture. When God is re-
moved from the equation,
many problems seem to
occur. Evidence: global
strife.

– John B. Maes, Altaville

W hat if Donald
Trump were
smart?
It is likely

not a question you’ve
given a lot of thought.
After all, the urgency of
our ongoing disaster
leaves little time for spec-
ulation. One is too busy
tallying up the damage
that’s happening to worry
about the damage that
could.
But maybe it’s time we

did.
Tyrannies, we tend to

think, are things that hap-
pen in other places at
other times to other peo-
ple. We like to believe the
strength of our institu-
tions, of our character as a
people, ensure that “it
can’t happen here.”
Well, if Trump’s rise

proves nothing else, it

proves that it could hap-
pen here. It even shows
how. Meaning that, more
than any other single
event, his presidency has
forced us to see our vul-
nerability to new media
manipulation and disin-
formation. Tweet by ago-
nizing tweet, he has em-
bodied the frightening
possibilities of this new
idea that truth can be
whatever you need it to be.
As Stanford University

law professor Nathaniel

Persily put it last year in
an essay published in the
Journal of Democracy,
Trump has “figured out
that incendiary language
could command attention
or shift the narrative.” The
title of Persily’s piece was
fitting: “Can Democracy
Survive the Internet?”
The saving grace in all

of this – relatively speak-
ing, at least – is that
Trump has no fixed ide-
ological moorings. He
doesn’t believe in any
particular thing outside of
his own underappreciated
greatness. Even his bigotry
is lazy and unfocused,
producing – with the ex-
ception of the ill-fated
Muslim ban – no hard-and-
fast policy proscriptions.
But what if Trump were

smart?
More to the point, what

if there arose some future
demagogue who combined
Trump’s new media savvy
with a toxic ideology? It’s
not far-fetched to wonder
if Trump is not simply
writing that individual’s
playbook, showing her or
him how easily a stable
democracy can be sub-
verted.
So, even as we grapple

with the daily outrages of
this presidency, it would
be smart to begin inoculat-
ing future generations
against one that could be
worse. Now, then, would
be an excellent time to
push even harder for in-
ternet giants like Facebook
and Twitter to find better
ways of purging their plat-
forms of false news and
hate.
Now would also be an

excellent time for schools

to beef up their teaching of
philosophy, history, civics
and social studies. Teach
those things as a means of
helping people to think
critically, value truth and
internalize the ideals that
are supposed to make
America America.
The hope – in the end,

the only real hope we have
– is that people who do all
that will be less suscep-
tible to toxic ideologies.
Consider that, even

lacking a real ideology,
toxic or otherwise, Trump
has already inflicted dam-
age. It is hardly coinciden-
tal that the New York City
Anti-Violence Project just
reported that 2017 saw an
86 percent spike in hate
crime killings of LGBTQ
people. Or that the FBI
arrested a Michigan man a
few days ago after he al-

legedly threatened to mur-
der CNN reporters for
reporting, as Trump calls
it, “fake news.” Or that
the Pew Research Center
found that the percentage
of nations expressing con-
fidence in America sank
from 64 percent to 22
percent in the first months
of the Trump regime. Or
that the percentage of
Americans expressing
confidence in their gov-
ernment has dropped 14
percentage points to just
33 percent over the last
year, according to an an-
nual survey by Edelman, a
communications market-
ing firm.
All this and much more

has been done to us by
someone who is not smart.
What do you suppose

might be done to us by
someone who was?

Leonard Pitts Jr. is a
columnist for the Miami
Herald. Email
lpitts@miamiherald.com

What if Donald Trump were smart?

BY LEONARD PITTS JR.
Miami Herald

MIKE SMITH • KING FEATURES SYNDICATE

That’s a fancy way of
saying “we got nothin’ for
you.”
Sexual harassment train-

ing gets people better at
identifying and reporting
it, but not preventing it.
Scrolling through the cur-
ricula options online, I was
struck by the lack of “Tell-
ing Someone Off!” train-
ing modules. If you don’t
like something somebody
does or says, you first have
to tell them, right? An
actual behavior that is
designed to stop sexual
harassment is rarely re-
hearsed.
This is a problem.
In a side room at Perkos

in Salida last week, I led
my six female employees
in sexual harassment
training. It lasted 12 min-
utes. I had one goal, for
my employees to demon-
strate the ability to make
firm, bold statements that
should stop any unwanted
words or touching imme-
diately.
I used my decades old

#metoo moment as a mo-
del.
Short story: Two girls

about my age worked with
me in a large state hospital
and we’d joke around. I
smiled when they played
with my hair and chuckled
when they trotted out the
“Do fries go wid dat
shake?” lines as I walked
by. After the 20th time, it
stopped being funny and
when I’d see them down
one hallway, I’d take an-
other. I finally had enough
one day and yelled,
“Knock it off! It’s not fun-
ny anymore so don’t talk
to me like that.”
I then asked each em-

ployee to give me an ha-
rassment scenario, ideally
one they’d experienced,
then practice a powerful,
clear verbal declaration
like I did that contained
the elements of a) Stop, b)
I don’t want this, and c)
Don’t repeat and loud
enough the other diners
would be disturbed.
They couldn’t do it.
Each told a very person-

al, sometimes painful story
of workplace harassment,
even assault. But no one
wanted to practice the
actual “Knock it off!” part.
Jennifer from Modesto

barked out a nice “Not
appropriate!” But is that
good enough? Inappropri-
ate is the goal of most of

my jokes.
Michelle from Water-

ford shared her own story
of being crudely proposi-
tioned on the job, then
added, “Now, I’d tell him
‘I’m married and not in-
terested.’” Kind of weak
and some people might
hear, “So you’re saying
there’s a chance!”
I literally had to con-

fiscate the menus until
each practiced shouting
something like, “Steve,
knock it off. Don’t do it
again.”
The issue is bigger than

developing the skill to yell
at coworkers, but this is a
necessary first step. The
movie “Network” got
people suddenly scream-
ing “I’m mad as hell, and
I’m not going to take it
anymore!” in the ’70s, and
we need something like
that now.
“Steve, knock it off.

Don’t do that again,”
should do the job.

Steve Taylor, a resident of
Oakdale, is a behavior
analyst. Send questions or
comments to
columns@modbee.com.

FROM PAGE 1B

TAYLOR

LETTERS

TheModesto Bee’s
opinion is expressed in the
editorials on this page.
The opinions expressed
in columns, letters and cartoons are
those of the authors and artists.

Joseph Kieta
Editor & Senior Vice President
jkieta@modbee.com

Mike Dunbar
Editor of Opinions Pages
mdunbar@modbee.com

Maria Figueroa
Bee Archivist
mfigueroa@modbee.com

Jessica Irish
Visiting editor

LETTERS TO THE BEE

Should be 200words or less and on one topic; must include name, address, phone number. May be edited
and republished in any format. Will be posted tomodbee.com as quickly as they can be processed; some
letters that do not appear in print will appear onmodbee.com. Printed letters limited to one per 30 days.

Email: letters@modbee.com

Fax: 209-578-2207

Mail: Letters, The Modesto Bee,

P.O. Box 5256, Modesto, CA 95352

“He didn’t run from it; he
didn’t hide.”
Besides, the problem

starts with Lopez’s bosses
— the city council. Over
the past two decades,
Modestans have come to
expect some sort of out-
rage every other year or
so. As we said, it’s chron-
ic.
Deis, who helped Stock-

ton emerge from bank-
ruptcy as city manager,
now runs a consulting
business helping troubled
cities. While that includes
Modesto, Deis says the
city is not remotely as bad
off as Stockton, San Ber-
nardino or Oxnard.
He provided nine re-

commendations, the most
important being clear,
consistent, written rules
and procedures with ac-
countability for every
department and employ-
ee.
“Everybody’s a janitor,”

he said, referring to the
Disney model that re-
quires each employee to
pick up litter in the park.
“In Modesto, that means
everybody owns conform-

ance with the law, with
professional standards
and ethics.”
Every employee must

feel empowered to point
out irregularities. And
residents must feel empo-
wered to address the
council. When they have
questions or request in-
formation, the city should
respond quickly. It
shouldn’t take 24 days to
provide information.
Deis said creating a

more stable leadership
would help create a
shared “value system” —
a better culture.
“Think about this when

considering what to do
with vacant, acting or
interim mid/senior level
positions in the city organ-
ization,” he wrote. Provid-
ing stability helps create
intolerance for “lapses.”
But any cure starts at

the top. When last Tues-
day’s council meeting
went past midnight, peo-
ple weren’t talking about
the account overruns, they
were more concerned
with the bickering, snide
remarks and lack of un-

derstanding of the issue
by some council members.
More than one frequent

observer called the coun-
cil “clearly dysfunction-
al,” adding that bickering
leads to “angst” among
staff. Angst isn’t the worst
of it. This council is too
often just plain disagree-
able.
When Brandvold sug-

gested the council con-
duct a “retreat” to find
ways to work better to-
gether, some disagreed
over who will facilitate.
We don’t expect mem-

bers of any elected body
to always agree, but as
consultant Deis said, “It’s
not how often they dis-
agree, but how they dis-
agree with each other.”
No one expects the

council to leave the cham-
ber holding hands, but it
must create more oppor-
tunities for dialogue. Pre-
vious councils conducted
more workshops; partici-
pated more frequently in
committees. And the best
city councils haven’t
needed 6-hour meetings.
Perhaps when voters are

sick and tired of all this
dysfunction and acrimo-
ny, Modesto’s city council
will get serious about
curing its ills.
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