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Massa making a
name for

himself, but no
labels, thank you

■ Joe Dunning is managing
editor for The Leader. He can be
reached at  jdunning@the-
leader.com or 936-4651, Ext . 362. 

U .S. Rep. Eric Massa is
begin n in g to m ake a
n am e for h im self in

Wash in gton  an d certain ly
am on gst h is Dem ocratic col-

leagues.
Exactly wh at

th at n am e is
m ay depen d on
wh o you talk
to. But for
argum en t’s sake
let’s just say
h e’s closer to
“Maverick”
th an  h e is
“Rubber
Stam p.”

In  h is first th ree m on th s in
office, h e h as caugh t th e atten -
t ion  of th e Dem ocratic leader-
sh ip in  th e House for h is in de-
pen den t th in kin g. 

Th ere h ave been  tim es, Massa
told m e recen tly, wh en  sen ior
party m em bers h ave scolded
h im  for breakin g ran ks on  a
n um ber of im portan t votes. But
in tim idation  apparen tly h asn ’t
worked on  th e retired Navy
com m an der an d can cer survivor.

Last week Massa h ad a brief
m eetin g with  Presiden t Obam a
to explain  th at h e would vote
again st th e presiden t’s pro-
posed budget if farm  subsid ies
th at would im pact sm all, local
farm s were to be altered. Th e
budget provision  sough t to
ph ase out subsid ies for farm s
with  m ore th an  $500,000 in
gross sales reven ue.

Wh en  I question ed wh eth er
th ere were m an y farm s in  th e
29th  District of th at size, Massa
respon ded: “th at ’s two tractors
an d a cow.”

Massa voted for th e budget
Th ursday after th e provision
was taken  out an d said New
York Sen s. Kirsten  Gillibran d
an d Ch arles Sch um er were
workin g to h ave th e subsidy
retain ed in  th e Sen ate’s version
of th e budget.

Th at’s n ot th e on ly t im e
Massa h as gon e again st th e
grain , so to speak, an d it  proba-
bly won ’t  be th e last.

Soon  after arrivin g in
Wash in gton , Massa proved h e
was n ot a big fan  of Obam a’s
plan  to use govern m en t
bailouts to preven t th e coun try
from  fallin g from  a recession
in to a depression . 

Massa opposed TARP spen d-
in g, claim in g th ere was n ot
en ough  oversigh t of wh ere $350
billion  of taxpayers’ m on ey was
goin g. He was even tually proved
righ t wh en  it was learn ed th at
com pan ies like AIG sh elled out
$165 m illion  in  bon uses after
receivin g bailout m on ey.

On  March  5, h e opposed res-
cuin g th e h ousin g in dustry
with  billion s of dollars, believ-
in g it  would h ave lit t le ben efit
for th e 29th  District. Th e h ous-
in g bill passed, m ostly alon g
party lin es, an d Massa was on e
of on ly 24 Dem ocrats to vote
again st th e bill. 

“I cam paign ed on  a p latform
of stan din g as an  in depen den t
voice an d votin g in  th e in ter-
ests of m y con stituen ts, n ot a
polit ical party,” Massa declared
after th e House vote.

Also on  th at day, th e
Nation al Republican  Cam paign
Com m ittee wen t after Massa
an d a few oth er fresh m en  Dem s
for actin g con servative, but n ot
en ough  to be accepted as a Blue
Dog Dem ocrat. Truth  be told,
Massa n ever asked or aspired to
be part of th e Blue Dogs, recog-
n ized as th e con servative coali-
t ion  of House Dem ocrats.

“I don ’t wan t to be a Blue
Dog. I don ’t wan t th e label,”
Massa told m e days later.

But it ’s n ot like Massa isn ’t
willin g to p lay ball. He voted
for th e $787 billion  econ om ic
st im ulus bill an d th e $410 bil-
lion  om n ibus spen din g m eas-
ure touted by Obam a an d th e
Dem ocrat ic leadersh ip as essen -
t ial groun dwork for a n ation al
econ om ic recovery. 

As for an y future bailouts,
Massa said h e’ll likely oppose
th em  over reluctan ce to plun ge
th e coun try furth er in to debt.

So far, Massa is th e an tith esis
of th e m an  h e replaced as our
con gressm an , Ran dy Kuh l, wh o
walked in  lockstep with  George
Bush  an d was a party h ard-
lin er. On ly wh en  it  was too late
in  h is secon d term  did Kuh l –
an d m ost oth ers – begin  to d is-
tan ce h im self from  Bush , a
m an euver viewed by m ost as a
sh allow survival tact ic.

Just a few m on th s in to h is
first term , th ere’s n o eviden ce
of puppet strin gs gu id in g
Massa’s decision s.
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ARTIST’S VIEWOur hearts go
out to shooting
victim s, fam ilies

COMMENTARY | LEONARD PITTS JR.

On torture and fool’s gold

Our story so far:

In  the wake of the Sept. 11,
2001, terrorist attacks, h un -
dreds of m en  iden tified as
m em bers of al-Qaida were
captured an d im prison ed at
Guan tan am o Bay, Cuba.
Th ere, th ey were subjected
to sexual h um iliat ion , sleep
deprivat ion , deh ydrat ion ,
extrem e tem peratures,
waterboardin g, bein g
ch ain ed to th e floor for
h ours in  th eir own  waste,
an d oth er so-called
“en h an ced in terrogation ”
tech n iques even  as th e
presiden t was assurin g th e
world th at we don ’t  torture
because we are Am erica an d
Am erica doesn ’t  do th at
sort of th in g.

Th e presiden t was, of
course, lyin g. An d h avin g
th us sold our n ation al
h on or, you m igh t won der
wh at we received in
exch an ge.

Th e an swer: n oth in g.
At least, n ot if th e case of

on e Abu Zubaida is in  an y
way represen tat ive.
Accordin g to a March  29
report in  th e W ashington
Post, U.S. officials were con -
vin ced th ey h ad th em selves
a real, live al-Qaida leader
in  Zubaida, wh o was cap-
tured in  Pakistan  in  2002.
Un der pressure from  th e
Bush  Wh ite House to get
som eth in g out of h im , th ey
resorted to waterboardin g
an d oth er coercive m eas-
ures.

Out cam e a flood of
n am es an d p lots an d
details. Security was t igh t-
en ed, m illion s were spen t
ch asin g it  all down  an d all
of it  was for n oth in g. Every
in vestigat ion  laun ch ed as a
result  of Abu Zubaida’s rev-

elat ion s fizzled. It  turn ed
out th at, far from  bein g an
al-Qaida leader, h e was a
m id-level associate. Th e
Post says m ost of th e in for-
m ation  h e gave th at proved
in  an y way usefu l cam e
durin g ordin ary in terroga-
t ion . Th e th in gs h e said
wh ile bein g tortured by th e
n ation  th at does n ot tor-
ture were apparen tly just to
m ake th e pain  stop.

Th e Post report is but th e
latest in  a litan y of revela-
t ion s all suggestin g th e
sam e th in g: th at in  th e
wake of Sept. 11, a frigh t-
en ed n ation  betrayed on e
of its core prin cip les – th e
ru le of law – for th e fool’s
gold of security.

We tortured an d th en
rat ion alized with  stark
illogic. In deed, it ’s worth
rem em berin g th at wh en
th is debate was at its
zen ith , propon en ts, in clud-
in g colum n ist Cal Th om as,
Con gressm an  Tom  Tan -
credo an d Suprem e Court
Just ice An ton in  Scalia,
defen ded torture by poin t-
in g out h ow well it  seem s
to work for coun terterror-
ism  expert Jack Bauer. On e
won dered som etim es if
th ey were aware th at Jack
Bauer is a ch aracter on  a TV
sh ow, “24.”

An d it  occurs to m e th at
if we’re goin g to use TV
ch aracters to fram e th is
debate, “M-A-S-H” m igh t
be a better ch oice. Our
Bush -era policy on  torture,
after all, suggests n oth in g
so m uch  as a Wh ite House
run  by Fran k Burn s, th e
supercilious super patriot
wh o saw en em ies of
Am erica’s goodn ess beh in d
every m ess h all an d latrin e
an d ch ased th em  with  a
spectacular zealotry

un im pin ged by logic, com -
m on  sen se or sim ple decen -
cy.

Burn s was, of course, a
caricature of th e Red Scare
Am erica of th e 1950s wh ere
forces of paran oia an d fear
led by Sen . Joe McCarth y
fough t supposed “com m ie”
in filt rat ion  by surveillin g,
blacklist in g, h aran guin g
an d h arassin g coun tless
in n ocen t Am erican s, ru in -
in g th eir livelih oods an d
lives wh ile doin g lit t le
h arm  to an y actual com -
m un ists. An d if, 20 years
later, th at m in dset h ad
becom e a recogn izable
com ic “type” p layed for
laugh s, th at doesn ’t  m ean
th e n ation ’s capacity to
again  lose its m in d to fear
an d paran oia h ad lessen ed
in  th e sligh test.

Th at is wh at we are learn -
in g h ere, as revelat ion s of
Bush -era excesses con tin ue
to drip  like water upon  th e
ston e of public con scien ce.
People cam e out of th e
McCarth y era m arvelin g at
h ow easily fear an d para-
n oia h ad stam peded us in to
surren derin g prin cip les th at
are supposed to defin e us.
Mark m y words: We will
look back on  th is era th e
sam e way.

On ce again , we h ave sold
our n ation al h on or for
fool’s gold. An d on ce again ,
we will live to rue th e deal,
as fools usually do.

■ Leonard Pit t s Jr., w inner of
the 2004 Pulit zer Prize for
commentary, is a columnist
for t he Miami Herald, 1
Herald Plaza, M iami, Fla.
33132. Readers may writ e to
him via e-mail at
lpit t s@miamiherald.com. 

COMMENTARY | RANDY JURADO ERTLL

Hom eless need top priority

W e n eed to do m ore
to address th e
problem  of h om e-

lessn ess. Hom eless rates con -
t in ue to rise in  th e Un ited
States, n ow m ore th an  ever,
due to our severe econ om ic
crisis.

Last week, Presiden t
Obam a was asked about th e
problem  at h is n ews con fer-
en ce. To h is credit , h e gave a
com passion ate respon se.

“Part of th e ch an ge in  att i-
tudes th at I wan t to see h ere
in  Wash in gton  an d all across
th e coun try,” th e presiden t
said, “is a belief th at it  is n ot
acceptable for ch ildren  an d
fam ilies to be with out a roof
over th eir h eads in  a coun try
as wealth y as ours.”

But today fam ilies m ake up
34 percen t of th e h om eless
popu lat ion , an d  on e in
every 50 ch ild ren  is h om e-
less in  Am erica, accord in g to
th e Nat ion al Cen ter on
Fam ily Hom elessn ess. Th e
h om eless are d isp roport ion -
ately b lack an d brown , 43
percen t  b lack an d 15 percen t
Hispan ic, accord in g to  th e
cen ter. An d th e faces of th e
h om eless are get t in g
youn ger, especially am on g
th e Lat in o com m un ity.

Man y of th e Latin o paren ts
wh o en d up bein g h om eless
do n ot speak En glish  an d
som etim es th ey do n ot kn ow
wh ere to seek aid. Also, som e
organ izat ion s th at work on
h om eless issues do n ot kn ow
h ow to reach  out to th em .

For all ch ildren , h om eless-
n ess is especially tragic. Th ey
worry about wh ere th ey’re
goin g to sleep at n igh t. Th ey
worry about th eir own  safety
– an d th at of th eir paren ts.

Th ey often  feel ash am ed an d
keep it  a secret from  th eir
teach ers or sch ool adm in is-
trators. Man y h ave difficu lty
con cen trat in g on  th eir aca-
dem ics an d can n ot do th eir
h om ework un der a bridge or
in  th e cram ped, sm elly,
ch eap m otel room s wh ere
illicit  act ivit ies are ram pan t.
Th ey m ove from  sch ool d is-
trict  to sch ool d istrict  som e-
t im es several t im es a year,
wh ich  m akes it  even  h arder
for th em  to m ake th e grade.

As taxpayers, we m ust
dem an d th at our govern m en t
h elp alleviate th is problem .

In stead of just bailin g out
an d savin g coun tless fin an -
cial, autom obile an d in sur-
an ce in st itu t ion s, our govern -
m en t sh ould also h elp th e
h om eless ch ildren  in  our
m idst. In vestin g in  th ese ch il-
dren  would cost a m ere frac-
t ion  of wh at it ’s cost in g us to
bail out corporate Am erica.
An d we h ave a m oral im pera-
t ive to do so.

In sufficien t fun din g to h elp
h om eless ch ildren  m ust n ot
be tolerated an y lon ger.

Let’s n ot ign ore th e h om e-
less issue. Let ’s n ot preten d
th at h om eless ch ildren  do
n ot exist.

Th ey do. An d it ’s our
sh am e.

■ Randy Jurado Ert ll is a writ er
for Progressive Media Project ,
a source of liberal commentary
on domest ic and internat ional
issues; it  is aff iliated with The
Progressive magazine. Readers
may writ e to the author at :
Progressive Media Project , 409
East  Main St reet , Madison, Wis.
53703; e-mail: roj@progres
sive.org.

NATIONAL VIEW | MIAMI HERALD

Federal governm ent in  driver’s seat

W h en  Gen eral
Motors lobbied
for a federal

bailout, th e com pan y left
itself open  to govern m en t
in terven tion , an d th at’s
exactly wh at it got th is
week. Th e adm in istration
forced th e departure of CEO
Rick Wagon er an d gave th e
com pan y a deadlin e to
com e up with  an  im proved
plan  to restructure or face
ban kruptcy. An d n ot a
m in ute too soon .

Once upon  a tim e, th is
level of governm en t activity
in  the private sector was
unheard of and unwarran t-
ed. But once upon  a tim e no
one im agined GM going
broke and com ing hat in
hand to taxpayers for help.
Th is is not your father’s
Detroit m odel. Now that the
federal governm en t has fun -
neled $17.4 billion  to GM
and Chrysler, Presiden t
Barack Obam a has a duty to
protect the governm en t’s
investm en t. He also needs to
protect jobs and ensure the
viability of the auto industry.
Anyone who bankrolls a pri-

vate com pany would do the
sam e when  the com pany is
in  trouble and its future in
doubt. Taxpayers should
expect no less when  their
m oney is on  the line.

Wagon er presided over
GM at a tim e of m assive
losses, eroded sh areh older
value an d dwin dlin g m arket
sh are. His fate was sealed
th e m om en t h e asked for a
bailout last year. He m an -
aged to h an g on  lon g
en ough  to produce an oth er
restructurin g plan .
Un fortun ately, it wasn ’t
good en ough  to go forward.

Even  bondholders agreed
that GM’s rosy scenario
relied on  a quick turnaround
of the nation al econ om y,
wh ich  is m ore of a h ope
an d a prayer th an  a realistic
plan . It is an yon e’s guess
wh eth er th e auto in dustry
can  be put on  th e road to
recovery, but th e govern -
m en t h as to try. It would be
derelict to allow em ployers
as im portan t as Ch rysler
an d GM to sim ply go out of
busin ess am id th e biggest
econ om ic down turn  sin ce

th e Depression .
Yet, as Obam a said, it does-

n ’t work to let the industry
m uddle th rough  with  an
unending flow of taxpayer
dollars, either. Now, GM and
those holding its debt have
som e decisions to m ake,
based on  the governm en t’s
ultim atum . In  order to avoid
Chapter 11 bankruptcy – a
loser all around – bondhold-
ers and workers m ust m ake
concessions. Fewer benefits
for som e, deeper writedowns
of debt for others. Or, as Rep.
John  Dingell, D-Mich ., put it:
A haircut or a bath .

Perhaps Obam a should
have taken  th is tougher
approach  with  the banking
and financial industry, where
bosses of troubled firm s
rem ain  at the helm  and col-
lect their bonuses. They are
every bit as beholden  to the
taxpayers who have bailed
them  out as the auto com pa-
n ies that took governm en t
m oney. Th is week’s activity
sends a m essage to every
executive suite where federal
bailout m oney has landed:
Shape up or get out.

■ Letters should be typed 
or neatly printed. 

■ Letters must be signed and
include an address and phone
number. No letters will be
published unless verified with
the author in person or by
telephone. 

■ Letters may be edited for

space considerations.

■ The publication of any letter
is at the discretion of the editor. 

■ All letters become the
property of The Leader and
cannot be returned to sender.

E-mail your let ters to:

jdunning@the-leader.com
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I t  was start lin g to glan ce
up at CNN on  th e n ews-
room  television  h ere at

The Leaderon  Friday after-
n oon  an d see a BREAKING
NEWS ban n er alon g with
reports of a gun m an  on  a
deadly ram page an d an
apparen t h ostage situat ion . 

It  was even  m ore ch illin g
to see th at th e sh ootin g spree
h ad occurred so close, in  th e
n eigh borin g South ern  Tier
city of Bin gh am ton .

Th e suspect, Jiverly Won g,
allegedly killed 13 people an d
crit ically woun ded four oth -
ers before killin g h im self in  a
sh ootin g spree at th e
Am erican  Civic Associat ion
in  down town  Bin gh am ton ,
wh ich  teach es En glish  to
im m igran ts an d h elps th em
prepare for cit izen sh ip tests.

Man y question s rem ain ed
un an swered – first an d fore-
m ost, th e gun m an ’s m otive,
wh ich  we will probably n ever
kn ow with  an y great degree
of certain ty. 

Reports are em ergin g th at
Won g – wh o im m igrated
from  Vietn am  in  th e early
1990’s – was an gry an d trou-
bled, h ad recen t ly lost  h is
job an d was upset about
bein g p icked on  for h is lim it-
ed En glish  speakin g skills.
Also, h e was reported ly
un h appy livin g in  h is adopt-
ed h om elan d.

But wh y, exactly, would
Won g laun ch  a vicious attack
on  oth er im m igran ts at th e
cen ter, wh ere h e h ad been

takin g classes? Especially
sin ce h is fath er was reported-
ly kn own  in  th e Bin gh am ton
area for h is work h elp in g
im m igran ts? 

As auth orit ies look for
an swers, we can  on ly say th at
our th ough ts an d prayers are
with  th e vict im s an d th eir
fam ilies, som e of wh om  m ay
be livin g h alf a world away.

We’re relieved th at 37 peo-
ple trapped an d h id in g in side
th e bu ild in g durin g th e
sh ootin g spree m an aged to
survive.

We com m end the reception -
ist at the Am erican  Civic
Association , 61-year-old Sh irley
DeLucia, who was the first vic-
tim  during the ram page. 

Sh ot in  th e abdom en  an d
crit ically woun ded, sh e
crawled un dern eath  a desk
an d called 911. Th an ks to
h er, police arrived at th e
scen e in  a m atter of m in utes,
an d sh e stayed on  th e ph on e
an d fed th em  in form ation .

Friday’s in ciden t was th e
fifth  deadly m ass sh ootin g in
th e U.S. in  th e past m on th
alon e. Sadly, m an y people
h ave becom e desen sit ized to
such  in ciden ts, because th ey
h appen  so frequen tly. But th e
Bin gh am ton  sh ootin g was a
stark rem in der th at th e vio-
len ce th at pervades our socie-
ty can  h appen  an ywh ere,
even  close to h om e. 

It ’s also a pain fu l rem in der
of h ow deeply it  can  h urt.

THE ISSUE | Friday’s shooting spree at a community center in
Binghamton, during which a gunman killed 13 and critically

injured four others before killing himself.
OUR OPINION | A tragedy that made headlines across the

country occurred frighteningly close to home. Our thoughts
are with the victims and their families. 

Joe Dunning
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