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ATTRIBUTION

Political landmarks that can properly
be labeled “Nixon-to-China” moments
are rare, usually occurring only once in a 
career, if ever.

But his actions on prisons and pen-
sions gave Gov. Jerry Brown two of
them this summer and fall.

The term Nixon-to-China stems from 
President Richard Nixon’s 1972 open-
ing to what was then called Red China,
where he sipped tea with Mao Zedong
after spending a career vilifying others

for “losing China” and
otherwise blasting Mao
and his fellow Chinese 
communists. Had a 
Democratic president 
done the same thing,
Nixon and his Republi-
can Party mates would
have labeled it traitor-
ous. This was something
only a Republican could
do.

So a Nixon-to-China moment comes
when a politician makes a move counter
to his previous type and one that some-
one from the rival party probably could
not so much as attempt.

Brown’s latest such moment came 
when he proposed a package of public
employee pension changes the state 
Legislature’s big Democratic majorities 
would automatically reject if it had come
from a Republican. Even coming from 
a Democratic governor, Brown’s plan 
has drawn skepticism from legislative 
leaders.

This proposal would give new state 
workers something akin to the 401(k) 
retirement plans common in private
business, while still keeping elements of
a traditional guaranteed pension system.
Brown seeks to raise the age at which 
new state employees can draw full ben-
efits to 67, rather than today’s 55, and 
to have many current employees boost
their pension contributions. This would
put state, city and county pensioners 
nearly on a par with
people on Social 
Security.

When Repub-
licans proposed
similar items months ago, they were 
virtually ignored. Parts of Brown’s plan 
will need legislative approval and other 
portions can’t happen without a vote 
of the people, both of which would take
Democratic support.

Brown also wants an end or limit to 
double dipping, which sometimes sees
people draw two pensions or go back to 
work with full pay for the very agencies
from which they’ve retired. And he’s tar-
geting “air time,” where employees can 
raise their retirement benefits by paying
to add as many as five fictitious years to
the time they actually were in the public
employ.

Republicans habitually blast Brown
as a creature of public employee unions,
since he granted them new bargaining 
powers during his first term as governor 
in the 1970s. Unions were the leading
contributors to his campaign last year,

but some will fight his new proposals.
“We are disappointed that the gover-

nor is proposing pension changes that 
will undermine retirement security for 
public employees,” griped Dave Low, 
chairman of a union coalition called Cali-
fornians for Retirement Security.

Brown’s other Nixon-to-China mo-
ment came when he signed a bill now
shifting tens of thousands of nonviolent
convicts from state prisons to county

jails. This draws 
loud beefs from
local officials
who claim it will 
break their bank

accounts, even though they are getting
state subsidies.

Brown made this move both to help
balance the state budget and to comply
with federal court orders to ease over-
crowding in state prisons within months.

The outfit taking the biggest cuts as 
this happens might be the state prison
guards union, 26,000 of whose mem-
bers are now receiving pink slips like
those that have gone to school teach-
ers in several recent years. Almost 
certainly, the number of actual layoffs
will be much smaller, but any loss of
membership will reduce the bargain-
ing power and political clout of a union 
that has been a huge force in California
since ex-Gov. Gray Davis granted its
members a fat raise just after they
backed his re-election in 2002.

Republicans made Davis’ concession 
to the guards a major issue during the 
election to recall him one year later, but
it’s highly unlikely any GOP governor
could have gotten Democratic lawmak-
ers to OK a prisoner shift, doing the 
union potential harm. Brown did it, 
despite Republican charges that he’s
“owned” by that union and others.

It adds up to the kind of indepen-
dence Brown promised when he ran 
for the third term. Now it will be up to
Republicans to decide whether they’ll 
vote for a considerable change in public
employee pensions, even if it doesn’t 
give them everything they’ve wanted.

Brown’s pension plan falls far short
of the ideal for both unionists and the
conservatives who like to blame them 
for many ills. But there’s no doubt it will 
help ease the state’s financial troubles. 
So one question now is how many leg-
islators will let the perfect become the
enemy of the good.

Thomas D. Elias is a syndicated 
columnist who writes about state issues. 
E-mail him at tdelias@aol.com.

It’s tough enough for any challenger 
to beat an incumbent for an elected
office, more so when that challenger
doesn’t raise a single cent to wage a 
campaign. So
give California 
Highway Patrol
supervisor Paul
McCarthy plenty
of credit for trying.

McCarthy is the only Redwood City 
resident to challenge four city council
members defending their seats in the 
Nov. 8 election. He has spent roughly
$500 on the campaign so far — money
his wife gave him to produce business 
cards and pass them around while
knocking on doors and attending can-
didates’ forums.

McCarthy says one reason he de-
cided to run is because he didn’t want 
the council election to go uncontested.
Another is because after building
schools and churches in Afghanistan 

a few years ago during an Army tour, 
he got a taste of giving to a community
and wants to re-enact that feeling by
giving to the city he has lived in since

1999.
Though it’s tempt-

ing to endorse Mc-
Carthy for the sake of
change and because 

he seems sincere and knowledgeable
about Redwood City issues, The Daily 
News is sticking with the incumbents 
— Rosanne Foust, Barbara Pierce, Ian 
Bain and Alicia Aguirre.

McCarthy himself readily acknowl-
edges they have done a good job
representing their constituents and
he agrees with most of the decisions
they have made. For example, though
he questions whether DMB Associates
can build a mini-city of 25,000 people 
on the Cargill salt flats without caus-
ing major traffic and other problems,
McCarthy says the council was correct 

in allowing the developer to prepare an 
environmental impact report and wait-
ing for the process to follow its course.

McCarthy does say that unlike
the incumbents, he would have voted
against placing business and hotel 
occupancy taxes on the Nov. 8 ballot
in the throes of a lingering economic
recession. Maybe he would have, but
many challengers for office say they 
oppose taxes, then change their minds
after winning their seats.

If elected, McCarthy would work
hard to serve Redwood City. But the 
four incumbents have been doing that 
for years, and although the city has 
seen plenty of bumps, its downtown 
and residential neighborhoods have 
generally thrived over that time.
Their experience played a role in that 
success.

The Daily News urges readers to re-
elect Rosanne Foust, Barbara Pierce, 
Ian Bain and Alicia Aguirre.
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Royce has shown leadership
Dear Editor:Randy Royce and other San

Carlos City Council members have provided a
great role model for positive government, where 
the elected officials think creatively and make 
hard decisions that are in the public good. These 
actions have returned San Carlos to sound fiscal 
condition while maintaining the quality of life
that attracts us all to live here. Imagine how
much better our state and nation would be if
the elected officials in those offices acted with 
the same thoughtful commitment that our city
council has.

Of the three candidates for the two open 
seats on the San Carlos City Council, only Randy 
Royce is an incumbent. Randy has proven his 
commitment to our community and his willing-
ness to work with other council members to 
solve difficult challenges. Our city has many 
opportunities in front of us and Randy continues 
to provide positive leadership. I am proud to 
support Randy in his re-election and urge all San 
Carlos voters to join with me in voting for him. I
truly believe our community will be well served
by his continued work on the council.

Ron Granville,
San Carlos

Embrace composting
Dear Editor:This week the world’s popula-

tion is projected to hit 7 billion people. To put 
this number in perspective, if you were to de-
posit $1 into a piggy bank every second, it would
take 222 years to save $7 billion.

In 1965, when Palo Alto’s landfill was dedicated 
to become parkland upon closure, the human 
population was half what it is today. The world
has changed dramatically. People are consuming 
more resources and generating more waste per
capita, and there are twice as many of us.

We need to change the way we live our lives.
Measure E will help provide a financially and 

environmentally sound alternative to incinerating
our sewage sludge and trucking our food and yard 
waste to Gilroy and San Jose. In fact, with anaero-
bic digestion we could turn our waste into valuable
resources — renewable energy and compost.

If we don’t embrace such sustainable tech-
nologies, we’re going to be in a lot of trouble in 
the coming years.

Vote Yes on Measure E.
Peter Drekmeier,

Palo Alto

Cut military budget
Dear Editor:The turmoil on the streets of

the Occupy movement points to the urgency of
our economic crisis. Our country’s youths cannot 
educate themselves for the future, cannot find 
employment, cannot afford to marry and live in-
dependently. Nevertheless, if the Super Commit-
tee handles its task well, this crisis provides the 
best opportunity in decades to restructure U.S. 
priorities to get out of the war mentality and
properly into the 21st century global community.

Simplistic thinking targets the banks, but 
if we take a look at the fact that the Pentagon 
budget has nearly doubled in the past decade,
and that military spending makes up more than 
half of discretionary spending in our budget, this 
points to the real problem with our unbalanced
priorities.

A bipartisan commission chaired by former 
Republican Sen. Alan Simpson and former Clin-
ton White House aide Erskine Bowles identified 
up to $1 trillion in savings in the Pentagon budget 
that can be responsibly achieved.

With people losing their homes and unable to 
afford basic health care, the Super Committee is 
tasked with making the right choices at this cru-
cial juncture in U.S. history. If its fails to respon-
sibly restructure the budget, our lives will be 
bleak for the foreseeable future and the U.S. will 
follow the fate of antiquities militaristic Rome on 
the road to decline. Cut the military budget and
take the U.S. on a road to prosperity. Our shared 
global citizenship requires nothing less.

Cybele LoVuolo-Bhushan,
Palo Alto

Propping up Israel
Dear Editor:A new report released by the 

CIA and signed off by the new CIA chief, Leon 
Panetta, concluded that Israel’s uncompromis-
ing stance in using brute force in expanding 
settlements was a major impediment to peace.
Panetta and an increasing number of American
officials are becoming thoroughly disillusioned 
with the unsustainable economic and military
support of Israel. Responding to mounting criti-
cism of its Middle East policies, Panetta report-
edly told Israel that the U.S. cannot continue 
funding Israel, given our own declining wealth
and mounting debt. This sentiment was echoed 
in Walter Pincus’ op-ed article in the Washing-
ton Post on Oct. 18.

According to Pincus, the Israeli government
has reacted to months of demonstrations against 
the high cost of living by cutting $850 million,
or 5 percent of its defense budget. U.S. military
and economic aid to Israel has grown incremen-
tally to $3 billion in addition to $9 billion in loan
guarantees. The $3 billion is deposited into an
interest-bearing account at the Federal Re-
serve Bank and the interest is used to pay down
Israel’s debt. How nice that we should continue
to borrow money to prop up Israel’s apartheid
regime and reduce its debt burden while seem-
ingly unconcerned with our debt crisis.

Jagjit Singh,
Los Altos

Re-elect Foust, Pierce, Bain and Aguirre
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(The phone number and address are for 
verification, not publication.) Letters of more
than 250 words aren’t considered. E-mail letters
to letters@dailynewsgroup.com. Mail them to 
255 Constitution Drive, Menlo Park, CA 94025.

OOpinion pinion
This is ridiculous. This is not the way a great
power should behave toward its citizens.”

AI WEIWEI, CHINESE ARTIST AND DISSIDENT, WHO HAS BEEN ORDERED BY 
THE GOVERNMENT TO PAY $2.4 MILLION IN BACK TAXES; HE WAS DETAINED 
FOR SEVERAL MONTHS EARLIER THIS YEAR
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“

Brown’s reforms reflect independent streak

TOM ELIAS

REDWOOD CITY CITY COUNCIL


