
The Marin Healthcare District board made 
its feelings absolutely clear. It doesn’t favor 
requiring patients to pay annual access fees 
to doctors working for Marin General Hospi-
tal.

Such fees set up a preferen-
tial process at a public com-
munity hospital that should 
provide the same level of care 
for all. The rising cost of medi-
cal care is already enough of a 
burden that annual access fees 
just widen the divide when it 
comes to equitable access.

The quandary is that when 
the hospital, which is run by 
a separate appointed board, 
hired doctors it OK’d the 
charging of annual access fees, 
as long as it is voluntary.

Jon Friedenberg, the hos-
pital’s chief operating officer, 
said the hospital will remind 
those physicians that the an-
nual charge is supposed to be 
voluntary.

However, what appears to 
concern members of the dis-
trict board, who are elected to 
their jobs, is that the charges 
set up a two-tier system of 
health care.

Longtime board mem-
ber Jennifer Rienks said the 
charges should be abolished.

Fellow board member Ann 
Sparkman said: “I think it is 
an issue of patient access. We 
need to provide full and fair 
access.”

They were joined by Dr. 
Harris “Hank” Simmonds, 

another veteran board mem-
ber, who said the charges 
were offered as a way to help 
cover doctors’ rising overhead 
costs, but the district has 
now assumed those costs for 
hospital physicians and there 
is no reason for charging ac-
cess fees.

Friedenberg said he would 
bring the matter back to the 
board for its review. He said 
some of the fees were already 
in place before the physicians 
joined the hospital staff.

But the fees raise the ques-
tion of whether they are volun-
tary, whether it is stated that 
way or not. What if the patient 
refuses to pay a $500 or $150 
annual charge? Isn’t there an 
implied difference in care?

The board’s resolve creates 
a pickle for the hospital and it 
may require the renegotiation 
of current contracts to resolve.

The reinstitution of pub-
lic control over Marin General 
was based partly on concerns 
that its role as a public med-
ical service had been lost in 
the financial challenges facing 
health care.

A return to that focus 
clearly has not been lost on the 
district board, and the hospi-
tal should reflect that priority.
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Marin public employees 
are already well paid

I could hardly believe your 
article (June 19) that the 
Marin Association of Public 
Employees has voted to autho-
rize a strike, after your arti-
cle (June 17) that Marin public 
workers are near the top of the 
heap of highly paid public-sec-
tor employees, statewide and 
nationwide, averaging $76,000 
a year. 

The expense of public em-
ployees in Marin County is 
killing us. The roads are fall-
ing apart and the schools can-
not operate without continuous 
bond issues and fundraisers. 
Retirement benefits for public 
employees threaten to bankrupt 
the county, as well as the state, 
and evidently it is not enough. 
Many public-sector retirees in 
Marin receive retirement bene-
fits that exceed that of a retired 
four-star general.

It is alleged that most pub-
lic workers cannot afford to 
live here. Who can? Maybe they 
should look for work closer to 
home, which should take some 
strain off the failing highways 
with their commute. They may 
be chagrined, however, to learn 
that the pay and retirement 
benefits are not so generous, 
not guaranteed, the work more 
demanding, more stressful, the 
vacations slimmer and the em-
ployment without security on 
an “at will” basis.

Public employees are already 
most generously provided for, 
and it has been achieved at the 
expense of other essential needs 
of the community that have too 
long been deferred. Our elected 
officials must return this 
county, and this state, to fiscal 
responsibility.

— Bruce Abbott, Tiburon

How long will it take for  
us to have had enough?

President Trump is challeng-
ing democracy to function. He 
could be a blessing in disguise. 
I’m afraid, though, his chal-
lenge has been overwhelming 
so far.

Our government has fallen 
asleep at the wheel and hasn’t 
functioned as it should for such 
a long time. I think, though, 
when Trump goes too far and 
reaches the straw that breaks 
the camel’s back, then the 
squeaky wheel might get the 
grease it needs. But how long 
is that going to take before this 
country decides it’s had enough 
and the damage he’s caused is 
unrepairable? Wake up Amer-
ica!

— Joel Schwartz, San Rafael

Thankful for great work 
at the Greenbrae fire

Thank you to the police and 
firefighters who responded to 
the fire near the top of the hill 
on Vista Grande in Greenbrae 
on June 19.

I remembered to turn off 
the gas valve at the gas meter 
as soon as I heard the police 
go by telling everyone to evac-
uate immediately. Always do 
this if there’s enough time to 
turn off the gas. My valve was 
stuck, as it hasn’t been turned 
off for 46 years. I’m going to 
call PG&E and ask them to re-
place the gas valve because it 
shouldn’t be as hard as it was 
to turn off. The turning off is 
accomplished by turning the 
valve at a right angle to the 
pipe coming to the gas meter. 
This will block the flow of gas 
to the meter and help prevent 
gas coming into the gas me-
ter were flames to get too close 

and cause the gas meter to ex-
plode.

I retired from PG&E after 36 
years. Safety always comes first. 
Be safe and let’s all give thanks 
to the police who alerted peo-
ple by using a loudspeaker from 
police cars and going house to 
house telling people to evacuate 
immediately; and to the fire-
fighters who responded quickly 
to extinguish the fire.

This, my neighbors, is what 
our property tax pays for. Each 
time you pay your property 
tax, think of the police who re-
sponded very quickly and or-
dered people to evacuate and 
the firefighters who responded 
to save our homes and possibly 
our lives.

“We are a village,” and we 
are helping our communities by 
all of us doing our part to help 
keep our village safe.

— Peter Marks, Greenbrae

Dredging could help 
ease Marin flooding

In response to your article 
(June 19) regarding rising sea 
levels and flooding in Marin, 
especially affecting the Corte 
Madera Creek area. Dredge 
Corte Madera Creek?

A cost-effective and a possi-
ble way is to dredge the Corte 
Madera Creek which would 
then allow additional water to 
flow naturally from San An-
selmo and other communi-
ties down the creek to the bay, 
then the ocean. The build-up 
of sand, soil and debris in the 
creek is visible especially at low 
tide.

Napa and other local com-
munities have had success with 
dredging the rivers that flow 
into the bay to help with flood-
ing problems.

— Jane McEwen, Larkspur
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Cartoonist’s take

“How about looking for ways to spend less taxpayer 
money?”

Edmond McGill, on San Rafael officials concerned about losing 
sales tax revenue due to a shift toward online retail sales.

“Thinking it was that long ago and the toll has only about 
doubled since then it doesn’t look so bad compared to 
some East Coast toll bridges with way higher tolls. One in 
New York is $17!”

Denise Mertz, reacting to a 1991 “Throwback Thursday” photo 
showing a $3 toll on the Golden Gate Bridge.

By Jose Varela

Tornillo (Spanish translation: 
screw or bolt), Texas is where 
immigration authorities have set 
up tents and holding enclosures 
to house families and youths as 
they try to free up space for chil-
dren separated from their par-
ents at the border. The Trump 
administration is looking to 
raise compacity to 4,000 beds in 
the facility.

But Tornillo is more than a 
government facility. Tornillo is 
a holding pen, a politically op-
portunistic optic and a human 
travesty. Tornillo is meant to 
strike fear in both those inside 
the border and those outside 
the border. The current admin-
istration in Washington is fol-
lowing former Phoenix Sheriff 
Arpaio’s playbook in creating a 
policy that does more to create 
media frenzy than address a 
problem in a real and sustain-
able way.

Tornillo is also reminiscent of 

situations when political lead-
ers seek to play with people’s 
emotions to further insinuate 
their power into everyday life. 
When Albert Camus wrote the 
post-World War II novel, “The 
Plague,” he used metaphor to ex-
amine what happens to a body 
politic infected by the reality 
of meanness and cruelty in the 
name of order.

In one scene in “The Plague,” 
a cleric tries to give solace to a 
medical doctor who sees a child 
suffering from the ravages of 
the plague and counsels that we 
should love that which we do 
not understand. The doctor’s re-
sponse is firm and clear, “No fa-
ther, I’ve a different idea of love. 
And until my dying day I shall 
refuse to love a scheme of things 
in which children are put up to 
torture.”

Child psychologists, social 
workers and others warn that 
we are inflicting incredible psy-
chological harm on the children 
who are being torn from their 
parents at our border.

Former first lady Laura 
Bush recently noted, we “also 
know that this treatment in-
flicts trauma.” Collen Kraft, 
who heads the American Acad-
emy of Pediatrics, found that 
those working at the shelter had 
been instructed not to pick up 
or touch the children to comfort 
them.

As I write this (last week), 
President Trump has issued an 
order that mandates a retreat 
from the zero-tolerance policy 
set in place by his administra-
tion. Opponents of the Trump 
administration say that such an 
order will only make true sense 
if impartial international ob-
servers can verify such claims. 
But the order begs the question: 
How did we get here?

I submit we got here because 
we did not believe it would hap-
pen. Much of what is transpir-
ing is “shock and awe” initia-
tives. It is a cynical method of 
governing that tests the temper-
ature of what the body politic 
will stand.

The president’s order only fur-
ther complicates the issue be-
cause it comes with a huge ca-
veat: The zero-tolerance man-
date will only be applied “where 
appropriate and consistent with 
law and available resources.”

You don’t have to be a law-
yer to see the loophole. President 
Trump’s order instructs those 
who must carry out the order 
to use words that soothe those 
who are against the practice and 
gives cover to those wishing to 

continue the zero-tolerance pol-
icy.

Loopholes are used in all leg-
islation to allow current prac-
tices to continue, as in Senate 
Bill 54, but if the spirit of the 
law is followed real change can 
give direction to those who must 
carry out the law.

A clear message would have 
put the spirit of the law front 
and center: No federal funds or 
resources shall be used to sep-
arate parents and children dur-
ing the enforcement of United 
States immigration law. Fail-
ure to follow this edict is in vio-
lation of federal law. Sometimes 
clarity, not discretion, is the way 
to ensure justice.

Like the cleric and the doc-
tor in “The Plague,” we all face 
questions that test our moral 
courage. If the answer equivo-
cates and allows for untethered 
discretion we turn away from 
the reality we must face.

Jose Varela is the Marin County 
public defender.
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Trump’s order begs the question: How did we get here?
Much of what is transpiring is “shock and 
awe” initiatives. It is a cynical method of 
governing that tests the temperature of 
what the body politic will stand.
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