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Stimulus loaded
with terrible price

“A billion here. A billion there. Pretty soon, 
you’re talking real money.” This quote from 
the famous Illinois Sen. Everett Dirksen ap-
plies to today’s Kansas budget. 

Our tax shortfall has grown into “real mon-
ey.” Since public schools consume over half of 
every state tax dollar and higher education is a 
significant part of the remainder, it is no longer 
possible for education to be “held harmless” 
from budget cuts. 

There are two actions that could save sub-
stantial money, one at public schools and an-
other at colleges.  

School consolidation has long been politi-
cal suicide. Now, only large-scale school con-
solidation can save substantial money. The 
time has come to implement some variation 
of the proposal for  regional school districts 
that would draw down our  297 Unified School 
Districts into 40, without any child riding the 
bus longer than an hour. 

 In 1945, Kansas had 8,000 little school dis-
tricts, virtually every attendance center with its 
own school board. By 1960, this dropped to 
2,600. The Kansas legislature set up the uni-
fied school district system that gave us 303 
districts in 1963.  In the last three years, rural 
population declines have made additional con-
solidations inevitable, and more will soon oc-
cur but in an unplanned, haphazard fashion. 

These shrinking schools have growing per-
student costs due to duplicate administrations 
and school boards, and from undersized class-
es. Just as rural Kansas now has health clinics 
that hub around a few hospitals, most com-

munities would keep their elementary schools 
and send secondary students on to regional 
high schools. The initial construction costs 
for the shift in students might be eligible for 
money from the Obama infrastructure plan, 
pending the final fine print on that legislation. 
In the Kansas Legislature, the Kansas popu-
lation shift has resulted in a majority of rep-
resentatives from urban areas. Votes that cur-
rently provide more state aid per pupil to rural 
schools will likewise shift. 

Kansas’s college and university systems also 
need to trim expenditures. The portion of Kan-
sas high school graduates who entered college 
in the mid-1980s was just over 40 percent, and 
perhaps three out of four were college mate-
rial. Today, over 70 percent of graduates go to 
tertiary institutions, but the number who are 
college material remains low.  

Because of this, Kansas colleges and univer-
sities are spending a lot of money on remedial 
courses. With funding now enrollment-driven, 
there is pressure on universities to retain stu-
dents for credit hour production, regardless of 
performance. Admissions criteria are low, and 
only apply to the six regents schools. The com-

munity colleges are a major end-run. Driven 
by enrollment at all costs, some schools are 
hiring any warm body available to give easy 
A’s.

Time has come for Kansas college admis-
sions standards to be raised dramatically. Stu-
dents with an ACT of 14 or 15 have no chance 
of graduating from a bona fide bachelor’s 
program. There are some potentially good stu-
dents who score low because they come from 
schools without resources or good teachers.  

 Kansas is in hard times and can no longer 
afford to take in 20 students with low ACTs, 19 
of whom will never succeed, in order to save 
the one who will. Any raise of minimum ACT 
must include community colleges as well. 
That means the Kansas Board of Regents will 
have to do more than “coordinate” community 
colleges and technical schools.

The University of Kansas already plans to 
raise minimum standards by 2014. But that is 
way too late to address our budget shortfall 
now. The ACT score for college enrollment 
could be raised without significantly reducing 
the number of students who get degrees. That 
would save substantial money in university 
salaries, which is where 80 percent of the aca-
demic operating budget is. 

Neither of these actions will be popular, but 
this is the time in history where they could and 
should be done.

John Richard Schrock, a professor of biolo-
gy and department chair at a leading teacher’s 
college, lives in Emporia. 

Creative thinking can save schools money

Talk to cattlemen, livestock auction market 
operators and cattle buyers about the man-
datory country-of-origin labeling (know as 
COOL), and you’ll probably receive a less 
than warm reception.

The purpose of this proposal is to label 
products grown or raised in the United States, 
giving U.S. shoppers an opportunity to “buy 
American.” Labeling is required on meat, 
fruits, nuts and vegetables.

The rule creates some problems in the trade 
relationships among the United States, Canada 
and Mexico says Keith Miller, a Barton Coun-
ty cattleman who also serves as U.S. Meat Ex-
port Federation vice chairman. Some are call-
ing it the worst thing that’s ever happened to 
the North American cattle industry.

So why is it being viewed so negatively? 
Why have the Canadian and Mexican govern-
ments filed complaints claiming the United 
States is violating the North American Free 
Trade Agreement?

It seems the major problem is not with the 
labeling, but with the segregation of cattle – 
especially at the point of processing. At this 
point, COOL adds significant production costs 
with little or no recognizable benefits.

“It is difficult to keep carcasses separated in 
the packing plants,” Miller says. “As a result, 
only a handful of plants are used to process 
livestock that are imported. This has caused a 
price difference for livestock that are imported 
into the United States.”

And Mexico and Canada buy a lot of live-
stock from the United States. These two coun-
tries combined to account for about $2 billion 
in U.S. beef export purchases last year.

That is about 60 percent of the worldwide 
total. While the United States doesn’t import 
a large volume of processed meat from these 
countries, it does import large numbers of live 
cattle and pigs. 

Any disruption in trade with these three 
nations could have serious consequences for 
U.S. cattle producers. Grain producers would 
also be hurt.

Meat exports are good for grain producers 
because they are able to market more grain 
to feed more cattle being shipped out of this 
country, Miller said.

If the United States were to lose these ex-
port markets, cattle producers could lose $50 
to $60 per head, said Erin Daley, an economist 
with the meat export group.

The United States exports a large volume of 
variety meats to Mexico which are used with 
basic food staples like the tortillas. Rounds 
are also a popular item in the export market, 
making up a large portion of U.S. exports to 
eastern Canada.

“It would be difficult to absorb these prod-
ucts into our domestic market,” Miller said.

The Barton County stockman recently met 
with Mexican officials. Here’s how these gov-
ernment representatives explained their di-

lemma.
Mexico typically ships 400-pound feeders 

into the United States. Two weeks ago, while 
Miller was meeting with the Mexican officials, 
feeders were selling for $375 to $400. Paper-
work and health processing cost $40 a head. 
Buyers of those calves are discounted another 
$60 to $80 each for being imported.

The reason – only a few plants will process 
these animals and that limits the places they 
can be marketed. 

“Our rules are costing the Mexican farmer 
in excess of $100 per animal to export to the 
United States,” Miller says. “If I lived in Mex-
ico, I would be upset, too.”

The Barton County stockman said he be-
lieves the only way trade can continue with, 
and among Canada, Mexico and the United 
States is to have a North American label to in-
clude all three.

Coming up with a workable solution for 
trade among these three must become a prior-
ity for the new administration, Miller says. If 
not, there will be consequences.

“The Mexican officials I spoke with are 
talking about shutting down all trade with the 
United States,” Miller says. “We can’t have 
that. We must find common ground and find 
solutions everyone can live with.”

John Schlageck of the Kansas Farm Bureau 
is a leading commentator on agriculture and 
rural Kansas. He grew up on a diversified 
farm in northwestern Kansas, and his writing 
reflects a lifetime of experience, knowledge 
and passion.

By the time you read this, the Senate and House will be duk-
ing it out over the details of the economic stimulus bill, trying 
to nail down how the government will spend somewhere be-
tween $800 billion and $900 billion it doesn’t have.

There seems little doubt a bill will pass. President Obama 
has been out stumping for the stimulus package, which he con-
siders a key part of the government response to the current 
recession. He’s planned two campaign-style swings around the 
country and a prime-time press conference Monday.

And, after some compromise in the Senate, he has the votes 
in both houses.

The total probably will fall closer to the Senate’s $838 bil-
lion, but the actual amount matters little. It will be a terrible 
price to pay for a slightly faster recovery.

Since the government doesn’t have the money, it’ll have to 
print some. The resulting inflationary pressure could rip the 
economy apart a year or two down the road.

A coalition of conservative Democrats and “moderate” Re-
publicans succeeded in stripping billions out of the Senate ver-
sion this week, but when the two houses appoint a conference 
committee to settle differences in the bill, some of that is likely 
to come back.

Support is strong enough to pass some version, and the $800 
billion mark is not small. 

Not everyone was ready to jump on the bandwagon. Sen. 
John McCain, the Arizona Republican who ran against Mr. 
Obama, denounced the plan as “generational theft,” buying a 
bit of prosperity today at the price of even larger debts for our 
grandchildren to pay.

“We’re laying multitrillion dollars of debt on future genera-
tions of Americans,” McCain said on CBS. “I can’t support 
such a thing.”

Sen. Richard Shelby, an Alabama Republican, also refused 
to support the measure.

“We are going down a road to financial disaster,” he said 
Sunday on CNN. “Everybody on the street in America under-
stands that…. We’ll pay dearly.”

The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office reported last 
week that the stimulus measure, in its current form, should 
create between 1.3 million and 3.9 million jobs by the end of 
2010, lowering a projected unemployment rate of 8.7 percent 
by up to 2.1 percentage points.

But the office warned that the long-term effect of that much 
government spending over the next decade could “crowd out” 
private investment, lowering long-term economic growth fore-
casts by 0.1  to 0.3 of 1 percent by 2019.

In the end, it wasn’t government that got us into a recession, 
and government won’t be the deciding factor in ending this 
one. Recessions come and recessions go. Even the “experts” 
admit that the “stimulus” won’t do more than shave the peaks 
off this swing.

Americans as a whole give politicians way to much credit 
for their ability to “save” the  economy. They encourage this 
belief to garner votes.

It is an expensive faith. — Steve Haynes
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