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Time to name names
These are the 14 senators who voted against schools.

Six months of making a public case for Virginia to modernize its most outdated schools ended in about three minutes — with only a single comment from any of the legislators who then killed it.

On Wednesday, a state Senate committee voted 14-2 to kill a proposal by state Sen. Bill Stanley, R-Franklin County, to hold a referendum on whether to issue $3 billion in state bonds. We can’t say we’re surprised. In theory, this proposal should have gained bipartisan support — the localities least able to pay to fix dilapidated schools tend to be rural areas (represented by Republicans) and urban ones (represented by Democrats). In reality, Stanley’s proposal was too big and too bold for either party. Democrats were skeptical of something proposed by a Republican. And Republicans likely were put off by the pricetag. Here’s irony for both sides: In North Carolina, it’s Democrats who have been pushing a bond issue for school construction. In Maryland, it’s a Republican governor who’s done the same. In Virginia, both parties reached a bipartisan solution — to kill the idea at the earliest opportunity. This is an illustrative moment.

Gov. Ralph Northam used his inaugural address to decry “crumbling schools” but did not back an actual proposal to fix them. He has proposed adding $80 million to the state’s Literary Fund for school construction loans but that figure is a pittance compared to the $18 billion in needs that a previous administration computed. Lt. Gov. Justin Fairfax called modernizing schools “it’s a big lift, but one worth making” yet didn’t expend any political capital on this, either. Neither did Attorney General Mark Herring. Their pro-education credentials lose some sheen as a result.

The bill called for a purely advisory referendum, but Senate Finance Committee members who voted it down knew exactly what they were doing. Since World War II, every bond referendum put before Virginia voters has passed overwhelmingly. This one likely would have passed by a wide margin —which then would have put pressure on Richmond to do something. It’s a lot easier for senators content with the status quo to strangle this now.

It’s also easy to theorize another reason why some Senate Finance members may have voted against this proposal. Many of them represent suburban districts where deteriorating schools simply aren’t an issue. Northern Virginia is building educational palaces with its own money; it’s hard for legislators there to comprehend schools downstate where teachers set out buckets to catch the rain leaking through the roof. On the other hand, while it’s true that affluent Northern Virginia has an easier time paying for schools than lower-income rural areas and central cities, Northern Virginia still has plenty of old schools. Richmond has the most number of schools that pre-date 1950, when the state’s previous big school construction boom began — but Fairfax County has the second most.

Simply because a school is old doesn’t mean it’s falling apart, of course. Some of the worst examples of deteriorating buildings are actually ones built as part of that 1950s construction spree. However, the state has no formal standards for school buildings — a curiosity in and of itself — so we’re using age as a metric to get at least a rough sense of conditions. When we look at the 14 legislators who voted down the proposal, we find that all of them have pre-1950 schools in their districts — often in large numbers:

• Rosalyn Dance, D-Petersburg: Her district includes part of Richmond, which is ground zero for the state’s most outdated schools. Seven Richmond schools are so old that they pre-date America’s involvement in World War I. That includes George Washington Carver Elementary, where in 2016 a five-pound piece of ceiling tile fell from the ceiling and hit a fifth-grader on the head. In all, Richmond has 17 schools that pre-date World War II. Given that, you’d think a legislator representing Richmond would be leading this effort, not trying to defeat it. When we look at the rest of her district — using a list of schools compiled by the state Department of Education — we find nine others. That’s 26 schools in her district that pre-date 1950. You’d think that would mean 26 reasons to vote for this measure — more than any other legislator on the panel. Her vote is the most inexplicable of all, especially given how poor much of her district is.

• George Barker, Janet Howell and Richard Saslaw, all D-Fairfax County: Each represents pieces of the same localities, and it’s hard to tell from a distance which schools are in which district. Bottom line: Fairfax has 13 old schools, Alexandria has six. Add in the rest of their districts and Barker’s district includes localities with 22 old schools; Howell’s includes 21 and Saslaw’s district includes 20.

• Frank Ruff, R-Mecklenburg County: His district includes localities with 18 old schools. Northern Virginia can better afford school construction, but Southside can’t, so Ruff’s vote is as inexplicable as Dance’s. In a way, though, all these votes seem at odds with the interests of their district.

• Steve Newman, R-Lynchburg: Another 18 old schools here.

• Siobhan Dunnavant, R-Henrico County: 17 old schools.

• Thomas Norment, R-James City County: 11 old schools.

• Mark Obenshain, R-Rockingham County: 11 old schools.

• Frank Wagner, R-Virginia Beach: 11 old schools. Ten of those are in Norfolk, where he only represents part of the city, so none of those schools may be “his,” specifically. Still, one of those 10 schools is 109-year-old Maury High School, where a 750-pound chunk of ceiling tile once came down during a band concert. You’d think he might be interested in this issue, but apparently not.

• Jill Vogel, R-Fauquier County: 10 old schools.

• Emmett Hanger, R-Augusta County: 9 old schools.

• Richard Stuart, R-Stafford County: 7 old schools.

• Louise Lucas, D-Portsmouth: 5 old schools, including one that pre-dates World War I. She’s been a big champion of a casino in Portsmouth; why isn’t she an equal champion for better schools for her district?

Parents in all these districts have a vested interest in asking these legislators why they voted against modern buildings for their children. But we’d pose the question in a way legislators might find more discomforting: Business leaders ought to ask whether these outdated buildings are truly sufficient for training tomorrow’s workforce. The longer this goes on, the more expensive this problem is going to be to fix.
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Auditing the Tech report
The Northam administration took our advice.

Soon after the Virginia Tech massacre in 2007, then-Gov. Tim Kaine did something that few other governors confronted with a mass shooting have done: He put together a special commission to study what happened and make recommendations for how to prevent another such horror. The commission he assembled is often described as a “blue-ribbon” panel, although there are no prizes to be given away for delving into these types of mass murders. Still, the phrase makes the point well enough. Kaine appointed some serious people to do a serious job.

It was led by Gerald Massengill, the retired superintendent of Virginia State Police. It included an FBI expert in violent behavioral problems. It included a professor of psychiatry at Virginia Commonwealth University. It included Diane Strickland, a retired circuit court judge from Roanoke and an expert on mental health commitments. It included a lot of other experts in their fields. Most notably, Kaine, a Democrat, cast politics aside when he put together the panel. He recruited Tom Ridge, the former Republican governor of Pennsylvania, and the first Secretary of Homeland Security in the administration of George W. Bush. Some wondered whether the panel would really ask the hard questions. The 260-page report that the panel issued put those concerns to rest for most people. It was an exhaustive account that did not spare criticism. Nor did it echo what others had already said — a sign of intellectual independence. It also made a long list of recommendations, on seemingly every aspect of the shooting.

On the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the shooting in 2017, we called on then-Gov. Terry McAuliffe to conduct an audit: How many of those recommendations had been acted on? We had no idea, but it seemed a reasonable question. Nothing happened.

In May, Virginia once again became the scene of an all-too-frequent mass shooting, this time at the Virginia Beach municipal building. In response, Gov. Ralph Northam called a special session of the General Assembly to address the state’s gun laws. Once again, we called on the governor — this time a different governor — to conduct an audit of the Tech report recommendations. After all, before we set about responding to yet another mass shootings — either by passing new laws the Democratic governor wanted or blocking those proposals as Republicans wanted — shouldn’t we know what had already been done or not done? Once again, that seemed a reasonable question — and one that didn’t appear to have a partisan advantage one way or another. This time something happened.

On Monday, we got a phone call from two of Northam’s cabinet members — Secretary of Public Safety and Homeland Security Brian Moran and Secretary of Health and Human Services Daniel Carey. To our surprise, they announced that the Northam administration had just concluded the audit we had called for. “You asked a fair question and deserved a fair answer so that’s what we set about doing,” Carey said.

Just as we had no idea what the answers would be, neither did Moran and Carey when they started. “It was a pretty laborious project, but one I think worthwhile because it’s educated us,” Moran said. After about six weeks of what Moran called “a lot of good staff work,” here’s what they found: Out of the Tech report’s 91 recommendations, the state has fully or partially adopted 74 of them. Thirteen recommendations were aimed at local or federal governments, and so were outside the state’s purview. One recommendation has never been mandated but has become an industry standard anyway — that campus police train for how to deal with active shooters. That left just three recommendations that haven’t been acted on.

That’s a track record that surprised us — and underscores just how important that report was. Many of the recommendations dealt with mental health services and most of those were adopted in 2008, in the first General Assembly session following the shooting. No one pretends that the state’s mental health system is completely fixed, but Virginians should be reassured that the state did not leave the Tech report’s mental health recommendations on the shelf. “I was impressed by the number of serious recommendations that were adopted,” Carey said. So what were the three recommendations not acted on? Two are relatively technical. One said that “the head of campus police” should be a member of each school’s “threat assessment team.” The law that passed says only that a member of law enforcement should be on the team. That, Moran said, isn’t exactly what was recommended but “accomplishes the same thing.” Another called on campus police to “report all incidents of an issuance of temporary detention orders for students (and staff) to Judicial Affairs, the threat assessment team, the counseling center, and parents.” That, Moran said, hasn’t been done because it runs afoul of federal privacy laws.

The third one, though, is a big one and one that still animates our politics today: “Virginia should require background checks for all firearms sales, including those at gun shows.” To the Tech commission, weighted heavily with people from the law enforcement world, it seemed obvious that we should make sure we’re not selling guns to people who aren’t legally entitled to have them. Others, though, see background checks as an infringement upon their rights. To Moran and Carey, this audit underscores the urgency of passing those background checks — because virtually everything else that the Tech commission recommended has already been done.

Northam, of course, proposed background checks as part of a package of gun-related measures introduced at the July special session. Others called for limiting how many bullets a gun could shoot at once, and allowing courts to temporarily seize guns from people deemed to be a threat. The Republican-controlled General Assembly took no action on any of them, and quickly adjourned until November. Instead, the legislature directed the State Crime Commission to do a study of its own. The outcome of any gun-related bills is really up to voters — more accurately, voters in a handful of swing districts in this November’s legislative elections. If voters keep Republicans in control of the General Assembly, don’t expect any of Northam’s proposals to get passed. If Democrats win majorities, then they likely will be. If that happens, the General Assembly will finally be responding to recommendation VI-2 of the Tech commission report — more than a dozen years after it was first made.
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Where’s the outrage?

Why aren’t gun rights crowds talking about schools, too?
Some liberal cities — although none in Virginia — have declared themselves “sanctuary cities” that don’t go out of their way to cooperate with federal authorities on immigration matters.

Now some conservative counties have started to declare themselves “Second Amendment sanctuaries” – for whatever that means in terms of gun laws.

In Virginia, Carroll County was the first — back in April. Now, with Democrats winning control of the General Assembly in elections earlier this month, and those Democrats poised to pass gun-related laws previously bottled up by Republicans, other rural counties are rushing to do the same. So far at least six other counties have passed sanctuary resolutions — Appomattox, Charlotte, Campbell, Dinwiddie, Patrick and Pittsylvania. And both Amherst and Franklin counties have seen large and spirited crowds turn out to encourage their boards of supervisors to join them.

It’s unclear what any of these resolutions actually would do other than make gun rights advocates feel better. The resolutions vary from place to place. The one in Carroll County says it’s the county’s intent “that public funds of the county not be used to restrict Second Amendment rights or to aid in the unnecessary and unconstitutional restriction of the rights under the Second Amendment of the citizens of Carroll County to bear arms.”

That mostly seems a meaningless mush of words. Who defines what “Second Amendment rights” are and whether they’re be restricted? Not Carroll County. Ultimately, it’s the courts. Surely none of these counties intend to set themselves up as arbiters of constitutional law to nullify court rulings they may not like, right? If these counties really mean that, perhaps they need to start erecting statues of John C. Calhoun outside the local courthouse.

And what constitutes “the unnecessary and unconstitutional restriction” of rights? The unconstitutional part is pretty clear, or ought to be. But what does “unnecessary” mean? That’s very much an eye of the beholder sort of thing. Gov. Ralph Northam says his proposed gun laws are “common sense.” He’d consider them necessary — and dispute they’re a restriction of Second Amendment rights at all. Isn’t that part of what the whole debate is about? Unless somebody wants to advocate open rebellion (Appomattox, of all counties, ought to know how that worked out the last time), this seems simply a cathartic exercise in expressing people’s emotions, which are obviously running high in some places. Attorney General Mark Herring has said these measures “appear to be nothing more than symbolic.”

Someday, future historians may look back and wonder how and why some people have become so attached to — or repelled by — an inanimate object. Local schools are struggling to keep up with the demands of the new economy — why don’t we see hundreds of angry people yelling at their elected officials to do something about that? The agitated people showing up to demand “Second Amendment sanctuary” resolutions are certainly sending a message to Richmond — but their absolute silence on schools sends a pretty clear message, as well. The problem is the message on guns won’t be well received by the legislature’s new liberal majority, while the lack of one on schools will be taken as an indication that a metro-dominated General Assembly can breezily ignore the condition of many rural schools. After all, we know people in rural communities can mobilize on something they plainly care about — so they must not care about their schools, and if they don’t, why should anyone else?
That’s surely not what the people showing up at these board meetings are thinking, but perhaps they ought to. That’s not meant to discourage people from civic participation on an issue they feel strongly about —in the abstract that’s always a good thing — but to offer some cold-eyed political perspective. Communication isn’t what is said, it’s what is heard — and what the General Assembly’s new majority is hearing from rural Virginia right now is that the only thing people care about is guns. If that’s not true, then it’s clear how to counteract the stereotype we’ve just walked ourselves into: Show up at the next supervisors meeting and demand more funding for the local school system — although that’s really not the best place to go. Most rural school systems get the majority of their school funding from Richmond, so show up at the General Assembly and demand more state funding.

There’s an annual day where gun rights activists show at the legislature. Why isn’t there an annual day where people from rural communities show up and demand more attention to schools that the governor himself called “crumbling” in his inaugural address? Silence is consent and the silence from rural Virginia on school funding is a form of consent to an inequitable system.

We’ve cited these numbers before but they bear repeating. In Arlington, there’s $20,460 spent on each student. In much of rural Virginia, the figure is about half that — with the lowest being $9,219 in Norton. Yes, yes, there are certain things that will naturally cost more in Northern Virginia. And yes, yes, money alone isn’t the always the answer. But there are some things where “throwing money at the problem” really does solve the problem. Money can fix leaking roofs so students aren’t sitting in classrooms where rain is dripping into trash cans. Money can buy technology so that students in rural Virginia can be trained for the new economy as well as their counterparts in Northern Virginia. The problem of outdated school buildings isn’t a uniquely rural problem. Indeed, the most egregious examples are in Richmond and Norfolk — where chunks of ceiling tiles have come crashing down, sometimes on students.

It remains a mystery to us why there hasn’t been a grand coalition formed to do something about this — one that unites rural conservatives with urban liberals. Instead, the unity has been the other way. Last year, when state Sen. Bill Stanley, R-Franklin County, proposed a statewide referendum on a bond issue for school construction, both Democrats and Republicans joined to deep six it. He’s introduced that measure again, but the political dynamics won’t change unless people demand they do.

So here’s a challenge to all these rural localities passing Second Amendment sanctuary resolutions: While you’re all fired up with civic activism, start passing some resolutions in favor of more school funding. Unless, of course, guns really are all you care about.


