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CONTACT YOUR PUBLIC OFFICIALS

Gov. Kate Brown has exerted exceptional authority 
during the pandemic. That means there should be 
more government transparency, not less.

Brown backed less transparency last week. Then, 
on Friday, Jan. 29, she wisely reversed her decision.

Gov. Brown directed the Oregon Health Authority 
in March 2020 to “share all COVID-19 information 
with the public that does not compromise patient pri-
vacy.” The Oregonian has carefully laid out what hap-
pened. The OHA began releasing basic information 
about each person killed by COVID-19. It included 
a person’s age, county, location of death, the dates of 
their positive test and death and if the person had 
underlying health conditions. The person’s name was 
not released.

It was essential information for the public to 
understand how the virus is killing people. Most im-
portantly, it helps Oregonians understand that each 
death is the death of a person.

Gov. Brown on Thursday, Jan. 28, backed what she 
said was an internal OHA decision to stop provid-
ing the detailed reports. It suddenly had become too 
much work for OHA.

That was odd. OHA had been doing it for 10 
months.

What was also peculiar was it followed Gov. 
Brown’s decision to make it a priority to vaccinate 
teachers before many seniors. The change would 
have made it more diffi cult to track how many 
seniors die as vaccinations they could have received 
went to teachers, instead.

And if that did not make you curious, the OHA de-
cision to stop releasing the details because they were 
too much work was coupled with an OHA decision to 
release other details. The OHA has started releasing 
a breakdown of the underlying health conditions of 
those who have died from COVID-19. It had argued 
in August releasing that sort of information would 
create “confusion.” So now Oregonians won’t be 
confused?

Legislators challenged the OHA change. It was not 
just Republicans. Sen. Michael Dembrow, a Portland 
Democrat, asked OHA offi cials to reconsider, as The 
Oregonian reported.

“I believe that there’s real human value in seeing 
these individuals that we’ve lost each day, even if we 
don’t know their names, or really much about them 
at all other than their age and location,” Dembrow 
wrote. “Still, they come across as individuals, as more 
than a statistic. I value that, particularly in the midst 
of this dreadful pandemic, and I know many of you 
do as well.”

No decision Gov. Brown or OHA makes during 
the pandemic is going to be without tradeoffs. But 
who was Gov. Brown and OHA looking out for with 
this decision? The public’s cooperation hinges on the 
public trusting their government. Brown was right to 
reverse it.
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A clear message: Open schools
By Michael Bloomberg

America’s schoolchildren and teach-
ers have just gotten some very good 
news from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention. After review-
ing data from multiple studies in the 
U.S. and abroad, the agency has con-
cluded that in-person schooling poses 
very little risk of coronavirus transmis-
sion as long as basic safety precautions 
are followed. That should send a clear 
message to governors, mayors and 
teachers union leaders: It’s time to 
open the schools.

In addition to the terrible toll 
COVID-19 has taken on the na-
tion’s health, it’s been a calamity for 
American education. Only about 15% 
of school districts offered full-time 
in-person classes last fall. For students 
and parents elsewhere, the pandemic 
has meant navigating novel and often 
dubious remote-learning software. Any 
parent of a young child can attest that 
virtual instruction typically falls some-
where between subpar and hopeless.

The results have been alarming but 
not surprising. Early research suggests 
sharply reduced learning gains; widen-
ing racial disparities in achievement; 
and an eruption of anxiety, loneliness, 
depression and other mental health af-
fl ictions among students isolated from 
their peers and stuck at home. Some 
districts have seen a rash of suicides. 
Education analysts warn that the 
long-term consequences — for disad-
vantaged kids, for racial equity, even 
for America’s global competitiveness — 
could be disastrous.

In short, getting kids back into 

classrooms should be a national prior-
ity. More local leaders are recognizing 
that, but in some cases, districts have 
tried to reopen, only to be stymied by 
unions. In Chicago — which has one 
of the country’s largest school systems, 
and where more than 75% of students 
are economically disadvantaged — 
the union has simply defi ed the city’s 
reopening plans. In Montclair, New 
Jersey, the local union is blocking even 
two-day-a-week instruction. In Fairfax 
County, Virginia, the union got teachers 
moved to the front of the line for vac-
cines — and then decided that in-class 
instruction shouldn’t resume until 
vaccinations were ready for students. 
No vaccines are currently authorized 
for those under age 16.

Educators are understandably hesi-
tant to return to work, and exceptions 
should be made for those in high-risk 
populations. But for the vast majority, 
the moment has come to return — and 
many are eager to do so.

To help more districts reopen, Presi-
dent Joe Biden should reassure union 
leaders that he takes teacher safety se-
riously. But he also needs to apply some 
pressure to states and cities. Fund-
ing from previous relief bills — more 
than $67 billion, all told — has helped 
schools to pay for testing, protective 
gear, improved ventilation, added staff 
and more. Biden is offering an ad-
ditional $130 billion, and has rightly 
pledged sweeping federal support for 
schools that need it. But he should be 
clear that this is a two-way street. The 
government will do everything it can to 
ensure classrooms are safe; in return, 

school districts must prioritize getting 
kids back at their desks.

Biden should also be willing to use 
the bully pulpit. His public support 
for reopening without delay can help 
give state and local offi cials, particu-
larly his fellow Democrats, the kind of 
political capital they need to overcome 
opposition — and to then go further, 
by extending the school year into the 
summer and thinking more creatively 
about how to make up for lost time. 
He should urge labor leaders publicly 
and privately to get on board as well. 
His statement on Monday about the 
Chicago dispute — “The teachers I 
know, they want to work” — hit the 
right note. If such efforts fail, he should 
consider working with Congress to con-
dition future aid on whether districts in 
low-risk areas are willing to open their 
doors.

The pandemic has demanded sacri-
fi ces from everyone. Hospital employ-
ees and fi rst responders, who work 
in environments that are far more 
dangerous than classrooms (and who 
are also often represented by unions), 
as well as transportation workers and 
other public employees, have steadfast-
ly done their jobs throughout this crisis, 
honoring their responsibility to their 
communities — and making the nation 
proud. Children — and all of America 
— need teachers to join them.

Michael R. Bloomberg is the founder 

and majority owner of Bloomberg LP, the 

parent company of Bloomberg News, and 

served as mayor of New York City from

2002 to 2013.

Check the state’s COVID 
vaccine eligibility tool

A few days ago I was viewing 
Oregon’s COVID website trying to de-
termine when my wife and I would be 
eligible for the vaccine. I discovered the 
“COVID Vaccine Eligibility Tool.” This 
tool presents questions to determine 
eligibility for the vaccine. My wife is 66, 
very ill, and disabled; I am 68 and her 
only caregiver besides visits by home 

health. What I discovered was, despite 
being told by the state that we were in 
group 1D, because of our age and living 
at home, my wife’s illness qualifi ed us 
for group 1A. We are getting the vac-
cine immediately.

I have read all the state’s offi cial 
documents and listened to all of 
Brown’s news conferences on TV, not 
one mention of this qualifi cation for the 
vaccine. If you are an adult or age eli-

gible child with a medical condition or 
disability who receive services in your 
home, you qualify for Group 1A and 
can get the vaccine now! This person’s 
home caregiver, in our case me, also 
qualifi es for Group 1A. Why was this 
information not freely given by Brown? 
Go to https://covidvaccine.oregon.gov/ 
to use the Eligibility Tool.

Mick Hiatt
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• We welcome letters on any issue of 

public interest.

• The Baker City Herald will not 

knowingly print false or misleading 

claims.

•  Writers are limited to one letter every 

15 days.

Mail: To the Editor, Baker City Herald, 

P.O. Box 807, Baker City, OR 97814

Email: news@bakercityherald.com

President Joe Biden: The White House, 1600 Pennsylvania Ave., 
Washington, D.C. 20500; 202-456-1111; to send comments, go to 
www.whitehouse.gov.

U.S. Sen. Jeff Merkley: D.C. offi ce: 313 Hart Senate Offi ce 
Building, U.S. Senate, Washington, D.C., 20510; 202-224-3753; 
fax 202-228-3997. Portland offi ce: One World Trade Center, 121 
S.W. Salmon St. Suite 1250, Portland, OR 97204; 503-326-3386; 
fax 503-326-2900. Baker City offi ce, 1705 Main St., Suite 504, 541-
278-1129; merkley.senate.gov.

U.S. Sen. Ron Wyden: D.C. offi ce: 221 Dirksen Senate Offi ce 
Building, Washington, D.C., 20510; 202-224-5244; fax 202-228-2717. 
La Grande offi ce: 105 Fir St., No. 210, La Grande, OR 97850; 541-
962-7691; fax, 541-963-0885; wyden.senate.gov.

U.S. Rep. Cliff Bentz (2nd District): D.C. offi ce: 2182 Rayburn 
Offi ce Building,  Washington, D.C., 20515, 202-225-6730; fax 202-
225-5774. La Grande offi ce: 1211 Washington Ave., La Grande, OR 
97850; 541-624-2400, fax, 541-624-2402; walden.house.gov.

Oregon Gov. Kate Brown: 254 State Capitol, Salem, OR 

97310; 503-378-3111; www.governor.oregon.gov.

Oregon State Treasurer Tobias Read: oregon.treasurer@
ost.state.or.us; 350 Winter St. NE, Suite 100, Salem OR 97301-

3896; 503-378-4000.

Oregon Attorney General Ellen F. Rosenblum: Justice 

Building, Salem, OR 97301-4096; 503-378-4400.

Oregon Legislature: Legislative documents and information 
are available online at www.leg.state.or.us.

State Sen. Lynn Findley (R-Ontario): Salem offi ce: 900 
Court St. N.E., S-403, Salem, OR 97301; 503-986-1730. Email: Sen.

LynnFindley@oregonlegislature.gov

State Rep. Mark Owens (R-Crane): Salem offi ce: 900 Court 
St. N.E., H-475, Salem, OR 97301; 503-986-1460. Email: Rep.

MarkOwens@oregonlegislature.gov

Baker City Hall: 1655 First Street, P.O. Box 650, Baker City, 

OR 97814; 541-523-6541; fax 541-524-2049. City Council meets 

the second and fourth Tuesdays at 7 p.m. in Council Chambers. 

Councilors Lynette Perry, Jason Spriet, Kerry McQuisten, Shane 

Alderson, Joanna Dixon, Heather Sells and Johnny Waggoner Sr.

Baker City administration: 541-523-6541. Jonathan Cannon, 

city manager; Ray Duman, police chief; Sean Lee, fi re chief; Michelle 

Owen, public works director.

Baker County Commission: Baker County Courthouse 1995 

3rd St., Baker City, OR 97814; 541-523-8200. Meets the fi rst and 

third Wednesdays at 9 a.m.; Bill Harvey (chair), Mark Bennett, 

Bruce Nichols.

Baker County departments: 541-523-8200. Travis Ash, 

sheriff; Noodle Perkins, roadmaster; Greg Baxter, district attorney; 

Alice Durfl inger, county treasurer; Stefanie Kirby, county clerk; Kerry 

Savage, county assessor.

Baker School District: 2090 4th Street, Baker City, OR 97814;

541-524-2260; fax 541-524-2564. Superintendent: Mark Witty. 

Board meets the third Thursday of the month at 6 p.m. Council 

Chambers, Baker City Hall,1655 First St.; Andrew Bryan, Kevin 

Cassidy, Chris Hawkins, Katie Lamb and Julie Huntington.
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