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A
n early scene in George Orwell’s legendary dystopian 
novel “1984” has the main character rewriting history 
to suit a repressive government’s political agenda. What 

we actually have in 2016, 32 years after the Orwell’s fictional 
world, is a news environment in which private citizens and those 
who want to manipulate us can create, share and often believe 
fake news — fictions that have the power to reshape our gov-
ernment.

Newspapers and other 
“legacy” organizations don’t 
have a monopoly on the truth. 
We are prone to our own bi-
ases — often a nearly uncon-
scious belief in moderate pol-
itics and incremental change 
for the common good. Even 
so, we are traditionally reli-
able curators of the news, providing a record of the facts that is 
literally printed in black and white. Falsehoods and biases are 
fairly easily spotted and challenged. A newspaper that too of-
ten blatantly disregards the facts doesn’t stay long in business. 
Those that have longevity have done so by building credibility 
within the communities they serve and keeping it on a daily 
basis by diligently working to separate fact from fiction.

Slippery do-it-yourself news of the kind so commonly 
found on Facebook isn’t so easily policed or punished by the 
marketplace. It has neither cost nor consequences. In fact, as 
Americans increasingly seek validation rather than objective 
information, there are rewards for even flagrant lies online, so 
long as they achieve enough popularity to be shared among 
people with like beliefs.

“People most readily believe that which they can believe 
most conveniently,” Cliffs Notes observes in its essay about 
“1984.” This is almost the definition of modern U.S. politics, in 
which many Americans choose to believe or disbelieve stories 
based on complicated personal and political preconceptions.

It is a fact of modern life that more Americans get informa-
tion from Facebook posts than directly from the entities that 
actually do the hard work of fact-gathering. If you have friends 
with diverse political beliefs and levels of education, you are 
certain to encounter Facebook posts denying climate change 
or asserting the truth or falsehood of other matters. There was, 
for example, a posting last week that boldly asserted Donald 
Trump overwhelming won the popular vote, despite the objec-
tive fact that the opposite is true.

Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg has struggled with a 
response to widespread accusations that his company aided and 
abetted the dispersal of falsehoods that warped the outcome of 
the 2016 presidential election. In essence, his problem is how 
to maintain Facebook as freewheeling marketplace for ideas, 
while somehow not allowing it to be an easily manipulated 
stooge that regurgitates lies that are packaged in superficially 
believable ways.

After initially denying it was the problem, Facebook now 
reportedly is looking into third-party verification services, bet-
ter automated detection tools and simpler ways for users to flag 
suspicious content.

In a Nov. 18 column in The New York Times, John Herr-
man notes that these fake news items are “indefensible, easy to 
identify and extraordinarily viral.” The bigger problem, in his 
opinion, is the more subtle manipulation of people through a 
clever blending of out-of-context “facts” that mesh with reader 
biases and preconceptions.

Herrman is pessimistic about Facebook actually correcting 
a profitable system in which its members get to decide on al-
ternative versions of reality. “Those who expect the operator 
of the dominant media ecosystem of our time, in response to 
getting caught promoting lies, to suddenly return authority to 
the companies it has superseded are in for a ... surprise,” he 
observed.

Even on Facebook, it is possible to be a sophisticated news 
consumer. Double check the credibility of sources and look for 
stories by organizations that have a direct financial and reputa-
tional stake in being reliable.

Ultimately, there actually is a true version of the facts. Any 
community that wants to play for real and actually succeed can 
best do so by embracing reality. Facts, not fantasies, are the 
path to success.

Fake news
reshaping
our world

The 2016 presidential election is 
behind us and many have taken to the 
streets in protest. Others have attended 
special church services, while some have 
simply reached out to family and friends 
to share their anguish. 

Meanwhile, their counterparts have 
enjoyed a surprise victory and are elat-
ed to learn their candidate has emerged 
victorious in spite of dire predictions and 
rebuke. The upshot is that criticism of 
the Electoral College by both sides has 
become the bold new national criticism. 
Surely it’s antiquated. Surely it must go. 
Surely we can do better.

And we can.
I must quickly point out that the 

Founding Fathers were not so terribly 
amiss as many may think. Sure, we’re 
a much larger expanse of nation, geog-
raphy-wise, and we’re immensely more 
populated than the late 1800s. But the 
Electoral College mechanism works. 
So why did one presidential candidate 
(Hillary) win a majority of popular votes 
and the other candidate (Trump) seem to 
steal the election?

The culprit is not the Electoral Col-
lege itself. Rather, our stumbling arises 
out of the all-or-nothing approach we 
take when we tally the popular votes 
and convert them into Electoral College 
votes. That step in the process, not the 
Electoral College itself, needs to be re-
placed.

The popular vote currently is a strong 
consideration by those criticizing the 
Electoral College. The thinking is that 
if we simply count the votes across the 
nation and go with the up-or-down con-
sensus of the governed, that result should 
rule the day. Simple?

Actually, we’re a large nation with 
much diversity in which a simple pop-
ular vote would not serve us well. Con-
sider where we live. Consider that only 
seven states currently contain more than 
half of the population: Ohio, Pennsylva-
nia, Illinois, New York, Florida, Texas 
and California. The focus of our vote 
would effectively rest among these few 
states. Less than half of us live in Wash-
ington, D.C. and the remaining 43.

Also, each state has its own list of 
concerns and priorities. Imagine the 43 
forfeiting these for the preference of the 
big seven. The popular vote would mean 
that states would not matter. Imagine a 
national vote without state borders. Our 
Founding Fathers had it right when they 
constructed a mechanism that calls for 
each state to effectively weigh in.

The popular vote would foster an 
imbalance of voices (and cultures and 

values and world-views) that would ef-
fectively silence much of America. We 
need a mechanism that attends to balanc-
ing the large with the small while giving 
credence to the diversity this nation has.

Equal Voice Voting (www.equal-
voicevoting.com) offers the best of solu-
tions without requiring a Constitutional 
amendment. It’s a simple formula that 
converts a state’s popular votes into a 
proportional electoral vote that hews 
closely to the popular vote, does not 
disenfranchise voters (as we currently 
experience), gives each state its indepen-
dent voice, honors the Founding Fathers’ 
intent and acknowledges the grand ex-
panse of this huge nation’s diverse cul-
tures, peoples, values and priorities.

It’s time to initiate legislation on a 
state-by-state basis so that we can enjoy 
a vote-capturing system without suffer-
ing (or relishing) a sudden November 
surprise. Suspense is one of the aspects 
that makes the presidential elections 
highly intriguing but we should also ex-
perience a confidence that translates into 
a continued pride of country. The exer-
cise of our Electoral College should be a 
source of such confidence and can be if 
we simply modify how we count every-
one’s vote. Contact your legislators and 
ask that they give Equal Voice Voting 
their strong consideration.

Jerry Spriggs resides in West Linn, 
Ore.

Fix, don’t scrap, Electoral College

The Chieftain provided an important 
public service in publishing the (Nov. 16) 
guest column by Susan Johnson on the 
priority of mental health. All the services 
mentioned in the column are available on 
our doorstep in Wallowa County through 
just two telephone numbers (no need for 
the extra step of calling one of the five 
numbers mentioned to begin a referral).

Wallowa Valley Center for Wellness 
can deal with mental health crises around 
the clock at 541-398-1175. Questions can 
be answered and appointments made at 
541-426-4524 during office hours (week-
days 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. except Fridays, 
when they close at noon). Of course, as 
the column mentioned, in immediately 
dangerous situations call 911.

It may surprise some to know that 
this quiet agency has more than 70 staff 
and board members working to provide 
all the services mentioned in the col-
umn, and more, to citizens in the county. 

WVCW has been held up as an example 
for other counties’ mental health agencies 
by state and federal examiners. WVCW 
integrates with medical health, with men-
tal health professionals present in med-
ical facilities and physicians present in 
WVCW facilities.

We are fortunate to have this outstand-
ing service operating in multiple loca-
tions around the county. The main office 
is at 207 SW First St., Enterprise.

Ed Pitts
Joseph

Animal Control tax? 
Each year on our property taxes we 

pay money to Animal Control. We hav-
en’t had an Animal Control program in 
Wallowa County since 2005. Can some-
one please tell me where the money goes?

Sandi Richerson
Joseph

Editor’s note: According to county 
officials, the animal control portion of 
your property tax bill goes toward costs 
related to dealing with predatory ani-
mals such as bears or cougars that need 
to be removed from an area. For more 
information, contact John Williams at the 
OSU Extension Office in Enterprise.

Local mental health assistance available

One of the greatest, under-appreciat-
ed benefits of the Affordable Care Act 
(ACA), which remains the law of the 
land until amended, repealed or replaced, 
is access to preventive care services. 
According to the CDC, potentially pre-
ventable chronic diseases (heart disease, 
cancer, diabetes, etc.) are responsible 
for millions of premature deaths each 
year among Americans. Because health 
problems impact productivity, they are 
a major drain on the economy, resulting 
in 69 million workers reporting missed 
days due to illness each year. This loss of 
productivity reduces economic output by 
$260 billion annually. 

Preventive care doesn’t just include lab 
tests for adult diseases. Routine vaccina-
tions can benefit all of us, regardless of 
age. Children need screening and assess-
ments throughout childhood to be sure 
their development is on schedule. Women 
need prenatal care and screening for breast 
cancer. Many of us, including teens, need 
obesity screening and counseling, alcohol 
use screening, or depression screening. 

Unfortunately, many of us only go to 
the doctor when we’re sick, or don’t go at 
all. We don’t find out we have diabetes, 

high cholesterol or high blood pressure 
before it causes irreversible damage to 
our kidneys or heart. We don’t go in for 
that mammogram or colonoscopy until the 
cancer has progressed to other body parts. 
We don’t get our flu vaccine and end up 
missing work or school and even land in 
the hospital. We ignore the feeling that 
something just isn’t right about the way 
our teen is acting, and only to find out he’s 
feeling depressed when his grades take a 
nosedive. 

Preventive care is essential to good 
health throughout our lives. Getting ap-
propriate screenings, following our pro-
viders’ guidance, taking any prescribed 
medications, and making healthy choices 
can help us all live more productively—
and save us money. It can also help us live 
independently as we age.

Preventive care services are among the 

many Essential Health Benefits offered 
in Qualified Health Plans that include 
prescription drugs, emergency services, 
hospitalization, laboratory services, and 
mental health and substance-use disorder 
services.

Tax credits can make health insurance 
much more affordable. Approximately 
56 percent of Oregon consumers can get 
health insurance with premiums under 
$75 per month. Even better, you don’t 
have to meet a deductible to get preven-
tive care services. 

Open Enrollment for 2017 health 
insurance coverage continues to run 
through Jan. 31, 2017 — you must enroll 
by Dec. 15 for coverage effective Jan. 1. 

In Oregon, visit HealthCare.gov or 
call 1-800-318-2596 to enroll. To find lo-
cal help, visit Oregon HealthCare or call 
1-855-268-3767 (toll-free) between 8 
a.m. and 5 p.m. Monday through Friday.

Once you’ve enrolled, schedule an 
appointment for your preventive care 
services and make a commitment to your 
health.

Susan Johnson is regional director 
for the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Region 10.

A commitment to prevention
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Letters to the Editor are subject 
to editing and should be limit-

ed to 275 words. You can submit a 
letter in person; by mail to P.O. Box 
338, Enterprise, OR 97828; by email 
to editor@wallowa.com; or via the 
submission form at the newspaper’s 
website, located at wallowa.com.


