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Editorial from The (Bend) Bulletin:

What a terrible time for the Oregon Department of
Human Services to conceal what it’s doing to im-
prove foster care.

The state has paid out millions in settlements for
failing to ensure the children in its care were safe. An
Oregon Secretary Of State audit found in January
that DHS has been “slow, indecisive, and inadequate”
in fixing recurring problems in the foster care sys-
tem.

To its credit, DHS pledged to address all 24 of
the audit’s recommendations for improvement. The
agency wrote it would cultivate the “need for trans-
parency, strong and open communication.” DHS pub-
lished on its website some updates on its progress,
though it didn’t address all 24.

When we asked for a more comprehensive update
in mid-April, DHS was slow and inadequate. DHS
staff went to considerable effort to write a more
comprehensive memo for The Bulletin to update the
public about its progress. But DHS did not release
it. To get it, (The Bulleltin) had to compel its release
under state public records law. That’s the DHS idea
of transparency?

Internal DHS emails show the agency’s leadership
was more worried about how the information might
be seen than being open with the public about what
it was doing. Jay Remy, who was the head of public
information at DHS at the time, wrote on May 9 he
was worried releasing a response might surprise
Gov. Kate Brown’s office or the Secretary of State’s
Office. He advocated delay.

Jeannine Beatrice, chief of staff at DHS, respond-
ed: “If we push it off, we need to get something on
line that shows progress ...as we promised in many
communications that we would be transparent going
forward.”

“I agree,” replied DHS Director Fariborz Pak-
seresht.

Remy then added in an email on May 10 that Kate
Kondayen, who worked in Gov. Kate Brown’s office,
wanted to hold off releasing anything and roll it into
a media campaign. That’s not transparency; that’s
control. DHS never told us why it would not give us
a comprehensive update. We got tired of waiting and
made a public records request on May 21 for emails
related to our request for information.

That’s how we got those internal emails and the
release of the memo. DHS didn’t even get our public
records request right. Under state law, DHS had 15
days to give us a reasonable estimate about when
our records request would be completed. We never
got that. The episode with DHS is a good lesson in
why Oregon needs strong public records laws. All the
government talk of transparency can be a charade.
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Sometimes we just need to listen

Hearing the words “Why don’t you
just?” makes you want to scream,
smack somebody and then run away. [
find those to be appropriate responses.

I don’t think anybody’s ever happy to
hear “Why don’t you just?” no matter
how that sentence ends. OK, maybe if
it ends with “Why don’t you just take
your winnings from the roulette table
in stacks of hundreds?” that would be
fine.

Apart from that, “Why don’t you
just”is not an appropriate answer. It’s
shorthand for “T have instantaneously
solved your problem because I am The
Solution Giver. Now let’s talk about
something that interests me.”

It’s the “just” that does it: It emotion-
ally diminishes and reduces the com-
plexities of the other person’s situation.
To the one who took a risk and trusted
you with a personal story, to be met
with a “Why don’t you just”is really
to couch a kind of flippant injustice
within that “just.”

We want a listener to offer comfort
and to suggest that we can face a
challenge if we figure out what’s at the
heart of the problem. We're relying on
a friend to aid us in confronting our
underlying issues and give us hope
that not only will we survive the expe-
rience but that well ultimately draw
strength from it.

If we've been wrangling with a prob-
lem for 10 days, 10 months or 10 years,
we're not looking for a glib, easy and

GINA
BARRECA

obvious solution that can be summed
up in 10 words.

If a friend confesses he’s lonely, for
example, saying, “Why don’t you just
go out and meet some people?” makes
it sound as if forging new intimate
relationships never occurred to him. To
be honest, he’d be better off with new
people, if this is the best his current
friends can suggest.

To tell a friend suffering from
heartbreak, “Why don’t you just stop
torturing yourself? Why don’t you just
get over it already™ is like scribbling
condolences on a Post-it note and stick-
ing it on a car’s windshield outside the
funeral parlor during viewing hours.
It’s less than helpful, even if the inten-
tions behind it are good. It’s dismissive,
boxing up tough times and putting a
bow on the package.

Another example: If a friend sighs
“I feel fat,” he or she knows that put-
ting down the fork is a possibility. But
for some reason it’s not an option at
the moment. Don’t toss off the easy
responses, such as, “Why don’t you
just lose weight?”; “Why don’t you just
eat less?”; “Why don’t you, instead of
enjoying creamy, delicious and freshly
prepared fettuccine Alfredo, just eat
beets?”

Worries about size, self-worth and
attractiveness can’t be handled long
term by superficial quick fixes. And
if it were really that easy to eat only
healthy foods, the whole country would
be svelte, fit and trim which, if you've
been to the mall lately, you know isn’t
the case. Beets are nice, but they are
rarely the cure.

Poet Bruce Cohen, my university
colleague, was telling me about the
boxes of “valuable” vinyl records he’s
collected none of which he’s listened
to for a dozen years. He and his wife
are trying to clear space in their house
and so I asked, “Why don’t you just
sell the records and do something with
the money?” Bruce answered honestly:
“I like knowing they’re there.” Bruce
doesn’t want a solution because he
doesn’t like to think there’s a problem.

We might not be sensible all the
time, but we most certainly think
other folks ought to be. We want to
dispel our helplessness at our friend’s
discomfort by telling them just what
to do, but that’s merely a way to make
ourselves feel better and not a way to
offer solace.

Why don’t we just listen as carefully
as we can? I will, if you will.

Gina Barreca is a board of trustees
distinguished professor of English
literature at University of Connecticut and
the author of 10 books. She can be reached
at www.ginabarreca.com.
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Editorial from The (Annapolis,
Maryland) Capital Gazette:

The funerals are over.

We said goodbye to John McNamara
on Tuesday at the University of Mary-
land. In the days since the rampage in
the Capital Gazette offices that killed
John, Rebecca Smith, Wendi Winters,
Gerald Fischman and Rob Hiaasen,
family, friends and colleagues have gath-
ered to say a final farewell.

We have many regrets, but perhaps
none greater than this one: We regret
we didn’t know our friends better.

Whether you work with someone for
26 years or six months, a job friendship
often comes with some boundaries.
They're usually set by mutual agree-
ment, often unspoken but acknowl-
edged. Do you talk about families?
Sports? Politics?

Or just the job? Past the widget,
please.

Sometimes the friendship created
from shared daily experiences extends
beyond the workplace into something

that transcends and outlasts this job or
that assignment. That’s laudable but
rare.

But for many people, the boundaries
remain,

So, as we have said goodbye, we've
discovered we have regrets.

We regret that we didn’t talk to Ger-
ald more about his family, which was
clearly the center of his life rather than
his work as a journalist. We would have
loved to ask him about his poetry, but
also more about his travels.

The notion of John McNamara danc-
ing strikes us as wonderful and would
have made knowing him a completely
different experience, and yet the photos
displayed at his service clearly showed
him grooving to some song. We regret
we never saw that or talked more about
music.

We regret we didn’t ask Rob Hiaasen
one more question about his favorite
singer, James Taylor. We knew he inter-
viewed him early his career but seeing
a photo of a curly-haired younger Rob

actually asking the questions made us
want to hear one more time how he was
so star struck he flubbed it. And why did
Rob never tell us he swiped an album
from his sister?

Wendi, we regret that she couldn’t
get any more blood from us. It had been
years since the bloodmobile pulled into
our parking lot. But we always thought
there would be one more PR Bazaar so
you could get us to talk to nonprofits
who want our help.

And Rebecca, we regret that we never
asked you what living in Dundalk was
like, or knew more about the plans you
had for the little girl who was going to
be your daughter.

If you're headed to work today, look
around your office or your shop or the
work floor. What do know about the
people who share your days with?

We lost five people we thought we
knew, and the past two weeks have
shown us there was so much more to
learn.

We regret we didn’t know them better.
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