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As publisher 
Roger Plothow 
observed in his 

Oct. 31 commen-
tary, “Journalism can 
never achieve com-
plete objectivity.” The 
same can be said for 
teaching. All teachers 
have political and 
personal preferences, 
and it’s pretty tricky 
to teach without 
opining.

Still, I think most 
public school teachers do their level best 
to avoid controversy in the classroom. 
Teachers have enough to worry about 
without inviting the trouble that comes 
with sharing their own political persua-
sions. Does it happen? Sure. But certainly 
not because teachers are trying to indoc-
trinate children to a liberal (or conserva-
tive) new world order.

And yet this is what the group Ida-
hoans Against Agenda 21 claims on its 
website. If a science teacher discusses 
the implications of a warming planet, she 
must be serving non-binding sustainability 
statements by the United Nations. If a 
history teacher fails to dwell on the supe-
riority of capitalism or the inerrancy of 
the founding fathers, he is “Undermining 
national pride in and understanding of 
American history and rights by promoting 
foreign and global government systems, 
interests, and achievements.”

I won’t go into the whole litany of 
alleged take-overs on the Idahoans 
Against Agenda 21 website. I doubt it gets 
much traction outside the enclaves of the 
paranoid far right.

The Post Register rightly called the 
Agenda 21 gathering in Rexburg and 
Idaho Falls a conspiracy platform. The 
October article appropriately names those 
state and city officials in attendance. For 

obvious reasons, voters deserve to know 
if their elected representatives are swayed 
by the shadowy claims made at the meet-
ings.

In response to the reporting, two local 
residents, one a District 34 state repre-
sentative, used op-ed space to launch one 
negative accusation after another at the 
Post Register — largely for daring to call 
the claims of Agenda 21 conspiracy the-
ories.

Ironically, the Nates charged the Post 
Register with a lack of journalistic integ-
rity — even as their own response was 
mostly comprised of ad hominin attacks 
on the editorial staff. Also notable was the 
fact that there was no attempted defense 
of Idahoans Against Agenda 21.

Perfect objectivity in reporting is 
neither achievable nor desirable. We want 
our local paper to reflect our values. But 
mirrors must also show blemishes. That 
is the power of a free press — it is only 
free when it is not shackled to a particular 
agenda or conscripted message. These 
days it’s too easy for broadcast media to 
shout our preferred political opinion back 
at us. We don’t need more of that in our 
local news sources any more than public 
educators need to start pushing political 
preferences in the classroom.

Of course, the Post Register strives 
for objectivity, even if it isn’t complete. 
Independently-owned and locally-sourced 
newspapers are among the last defenses 
a community has against sensationalism, 
propaganda and lies. Journalistic integrity 
means evenly disseminating the facts of a 
story, insofar as they are available. Some 
bias is unavoidable, but once a newspaper 
self-censors to please certain factions, 
objectivity in reporting is truly lost.

Anderson has taught analytical reading and 
writing for 27 years. She currently teaches at a 
local public school and worked for 21 years as 
an adjunct faculty member at BYU-Idaho.

Dawn Anderson
Local columnist

Free press shouldn’t have agenda

Independently owned and locally sourced newspapers are among the 
last defenses a community has against sensationalism, propaganda 
and lies, writes Dawn Anderson.

In the rapid-fire 
news cycles now 
dominated by 

scandal, arrests, 
international 
intrigue and ter-
rorism, you may 
have missed this: 
In late October, our 
own Sen. Jim Risch 
was interviewed 
by Wolf Blitzer on 
CNN.

In the interview, 
Mr. Risch said it 

was not his role to point out lies, by the 
president or anyone else. No time for 
that.

He came across as lacking courage 
when it comes to standing up to Pres-
ident Trump. As a member of the leg-
islative branch in our constitutional 
system of “checks and balances,” he 
expressly abandons the responsibility 
of being a check or a balance.

Here is the relevant portion of the 
interview:

Blitzer: But when he lies about 
something and you know it’s a lie, 
shouldn’t you speak up?

Risch: That’s your job.
Blitzer: But that’s your job. You’re 

a United States senator. You’re a 
co-equal branch of the United States 
government.

Risch: Wolf, if I went around criti-
cizing a statement that was made by 
the president or any one of my fellow 
senators or any one of the congressmen 
up here or people in Idaho who hold 
public office and I stood up and talked 
every time they talked and said I don’t 
like this, I don’t like that, I’m criticizing 
— I’d be busy all day long.

Yes! He really said this! (See http://
tinyurl.com/RischCNN)

He was responding to questions 
about the diametrically opposite, cou-
rageous behavior of his fellow Sens. 
Bob Corker, R-Tenn., and Jeff Flake, 
R-Ariz., dismissing them for being crit-
ical of the president’s disassociation 
from truth and reality.

In fact, he referred to the exchanges 
between Corker, Flake and the presi-
dent as “bickering.”

Bickering? Bickering is when you 
disagree about where the toothpaste 

tube should be squeezed or who should 
take out the garbage.

Mr. Risch’s responses are so far off 
the mark, it is almost comical. Sens. 
Corker and Flake have stood on prin-
ciple — like parents teaching their chil-
dren to respect others, tell the truth 
and pay their bills. Truth and principle 
are not the subject of bickering, argu-
ment or even disagreement.

Senator Flake has been clear about 
his purpose. Read his book, “Con-
science of a Conservative: A Rejection 
of Destructive Politics and a Return 
to Principle.” The title itself describes 
what is at stake and why he is speaking 
out.

Surely Sen. Risch knows this, but 
instead he telegraphs fear for his polit-
ical position in the invertebrate-filled 
Trump ecosystem, equivocation about 
his duties as a senator, a poor attitude 
for discernment and defense of truth, 
or all of the foregoing.

He doesn’t have time for criticism 
or disagreement? That is what public 
service is all about — to distill good 
decisions from the exchange of facts 
and ideas, and, when necessary, to 
correct factual errors and misguided 
opinions based upon them. If he is 
not willing to engage energetically 
in this process, he should not be in 
Washington. He sounds like a political 
eunuch.

CNN commentator Chris Cillizza, in 
stunned response to the Blitzer-Risch 
interview, wrote this:

“The idea forwarded by Risch that 
he is simply too busy to possibly fact 
check the President of the United 
States is … ridiculous. Imagine if, as 
a parent, you said something like: ‘If 
I spent all of my time making sure my 
kid didn’t cross the street in traffic or 
swallow some bleach, I’d get nothing 
done all day!’ …

“The whole damn point of public 
service is to serve the public. You do a 
disservice to the public when you abro-
gate your responsibility to tell the truth 
and ensure that those around you do 
the same. Case closed.”

Yes, case closed.

Jerry Sturgill lives with his family in Boise. 
He seeks to promote rational, respectful dia-
logue and smart problem solving in business 
and politics.

Jerry Sturgill
Guest columnist

A profile in un-courage

In a recent interview on CNN, Idaho’s Sen. Jim Risch said it isn’t his 
role to point out lies, writes Jerry Sturgill.

As we approach 
the anniversary 
of the 2011 pluto-

nium inhalation event 
at Idaho National 
Laboratory, I gave 
public comment at 
the October meeting 
of the INL Citizens 
Advisory Board 
(CAB) to update 
members on the Nov. 
8, 2011, plutonium 
plate inspection acci-
dent at the INL’s 

Materials and Fuels Complex.
Meeting minutes from a 2011 docu-

ment show the CAB had been assured 
that the radiation doses from the acci-
dent were so low that no worker would 
be restricted from returning to radiation 
work.

But more than one worker was 
restricted from radiation work for 
months, and bioassay at 8 months still 
showed elevated plutonium and ameri-
cium excretion. Bioassay results and other 
details of their radiation dose estimates 
were withheld from workers.

Several Materials and Fuels Complex 
(MFC) workers were affected by a subse-
quent americium inhalation event in 2014 
involving a different process.

According to The Center for Public 
Integrity investigation in 2017 titled 
“Nuclear Negligence” that covered bad 
behavior around the Department of 
Energy Complex, INL’s MFC managers 
were warned 19 times by the Safety 
Oversight Chairman about worker safety 
issues concerning plutonium plate inspec-
tions but no action was taken. And Public 
Integrity reported that three legal settle-
ments have resulted from the plutonium 
plate accident.

Radiation worker training today still 
implies that a 5 rem annual dose would 
not be harmful even though radiation 
worker epidemiology has indicated ele-
vated health risks at much lower annual 

doses. Radiation workers are still not 
warned of reproductive health risks such 
as sterility or increased risk of birth 
defects.

The Department of Energy contrac-
tors who can be fined for workers getting 
excessive radiation exposures are in 
charge of conducting radiation dose 
assessment as well as handling samples 
and records used to estimate the radiation 
dose. Most workers do not understand the 
large uncertainty in the dose estimates.

Investigations conducted of histor-
ical INL operations for energy worker 
illness compensation during the last two 
years have found shattering revelations 
about inadequate worker protections at 
the INL especially regarding inhalation 
of alpha emitters such as plutonium and 
the inability to estimate what doses these 
workers had received.

Yet, as these studies for the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and 
Health have begun to allow more workers 
to obtain compensation, many more 
studies need to be completed for various 
INL facilities and various years of oper-
ation. Roughly two thirds of INL illness 
compensation claims have been denied 
and these workers or their eligible survi-
vors may die before the studies are com-
plete.

I read with interest that the Idaho Falls 
mayor or mayor candidates, state legisla-
tors, and congressman often claim to be 
well connected with regard to promoting 
the INL.

But unfortunately I have yet to see 
any of these people advocating for INL 
workers by learning about or attending 
meetings to show support for workers 
who have been denied energy worker 
illness compensation under the Energy 
Employee Occupational Illness Compen-
sation Act passed in 2000.

Thatcher is a former nuclear safety analyst 
at INL and is now a nuclear safety consultant. 
For more information on sourcing for this 
guest column, visit www.postregister.com.

Tami Thatcher
Guest columnist

Six years ago today

Six years ago today, workers at INL were exposed to radiation and 
not enough has been done to prevent future accidents, writes Tami 
Thatcher.

Thanks to the coaches
Received Nov. 2

I just want to give a shout out to all the 
coaches, assistants and trainers at Skyline 
High School, in particular, the varsity 
and JV football coaches. Their dedication, 
patience and talent does not go unnoticed. 
Their influence on our players, both on 
and off the field, makes a huge contribu-
tion to our community as a whole. The joy 
I see in my son when he plays is a price-
less gift to me as a parent. And, to their 
families, thank you for sharing them. I 
cannot thank you enough for a wonderful 
experience this year. (Word count: 96)

SUSAN BERGQUIST
Idaho Falls

Union counterpoint misleading
Received Nov. 2

A Nov. 2 Commentary page article 
titled “Misleading argument on unions” is 
itself misleading.

Mr. Patten accurately describes the 
de-authorization and decertification pro-
cesses described in the National Relations 
Act (NLRA). However, the NLRA does 
not apply to state and city governments. 
State law varies from state to state and 
the process of de-authorization and decer-
tification is not as clearly defined in state 
law.

Mr. Patten cites “Management Rights” 
clauses as a safeguard against erosion of 
management’s rights. Such clauses are 
common in union contracts but they are 
interpreted to preserve to management 
the overall work scope. There is no ques-
tion that management’s flexibility and 
prerogatives are limited under a union 
contract.

Mr. Patten also cites the firing by Pres-
ident Reagan of the PATCO represented 
flight controllers as evidence that union 
members can be fired. This is not rele-
vant because the flight controllers were 
federal employees. Not even the president 
has the legal right to fire employees of 
a public union, or for that matter, to fire 
employees other than federal employees. 
“Standard” clauses in union contracts 
restrict management rights to fire an 

employee only for “just cause” but the 
determination of “just cause” is not left to 
management.

I respect Mr. Patten’s advocacy for 
unions and the service he has provided as 
a member and chief steward. But when 
he decries disinformation he should be 
careful not to add to it. (Word count: 231)

LARRY SPILKER
Idaho Falls

In good company on extremism
Received Nov. 2

I didn’t attend any Agenda 21 meet-
ings, but according to Roger Plothow’s 
article Oct. 31, it was a United Nations 
proposal. This frightens me. Anything 
coming out of the dictator’s club known 
as the U.N. is not in our best interests.

According to Mr. Plothow’s definition, 
I would be considered an extremist. I am 
in good company as our Founding Fathers 
were considered extremists. It surprised 
me that Mr. Plothow mentioned the John 
Birch Society, an organization that has 
pretty much been ignored by the press 
since the 1960s.

There is much on the internet about 
the JBS, most of it negative. I suggest Mr. 
Plothow go to jbs.com and get his infor-
mation from the source. He also implied 
that extremists believe in conspiracies 
and indicated that is a bad thing. Con-
spiracies have always existed since Cain 
and Abel. They include any group that 
is secretly putting forth an agenda or 
exerting control and always condemn any 
who believe they exist. For instance, I 
believe the real agenda behind man-made 
climate change advocates is to control 
people rather than save the planet.

History or news is someone’s opinion 
about what happened or is happening. We 
can choose from a number of versions. I 
watch, read and listen to the mainstream 
press and also read other versions such 
as JBS publications. I like to consider all 
points of view. I don’t consider extremism 
a bad thing as it is another version to con-
sider. (Word count: 242)

R. GRANT HUNTER
Terreton




