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Opinion
There is a fight going 

on over the heart of our 
democracy, and I worry 
that democracy is los-
ing. Over the last few 
months, several states 
have moved decisive-
ly to make it harder for 
their citizens to vote, and 
more are on tap. It’s hard 
to tell yet whether this 

is just a blip or an actual reversal of the 
US’s long trend of expanding voting ac-
cess. Either way, it’s cause for attention.

The earliest moves this year came in 
Iowa and Georgia, which made absentee 
voting harder and shifted some control 
over election processes from elections 
officials to partisan politicians them-
selves. Florida recently cut back on drop 
boxes and ratcheted up ID requirements 
for requesting an absentee ballot. Tex-
as’s legislature is moving forward with 
a bill that would hand power to partisan 
poll watchers, bar elections officials from 
mailing out absentee ballot applications, 
and impose other limits. Ohio legislators 
want to limit drop boxes and reduce early 
in-person voting. Republican legislatures 
in Arkansas, Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, 
Kentucky, Montana, Utah, and Wyoming 
have enacted restrictions, as well.

Over the long course of American his-
tory, we’ve tended to move the opposite 
direction: toward expanding people’s abil-
ity to vote. Indeed, significant parts of our 
history revolved around who should be 
able to vote, since politicians always want 
to tilt the field in their favor. Originally, of 
course, the franchise was limited to white 
men with property. Then, over time, white 
men without property, Black men, wom-
en, Native Americans, non-English speak-
ers, and citizens between the ages of 18 
and 21 won the right to cast ballots.

To be sure, there are still plenty of 
people who are barred from voting by 
state laws. Some states don’t let convict-
ed felons vote; many states deny the vote 
to people with psychiatric disabilities — 
and sometimes, poll workers impose their 
own competency standards, regardless of 
what the law says. Most states impose a 
residency requirement — often, you have 
to have lived there at least 30 days — and 
though all states allow homeless people 
to vote, sometimes they have trouble 
meeting the registration requirements.

These days, the battles tend to revolve 
less explicitly around who should be able 
to vote and more around ease of voting. 
There is a strong argument to be made 
that this is just a different way of restrict-
ing the vote: Democrats made effective 
use of absentee ballots in the 2020 elec-
tions, for instance, so Republican legisla-
tures have imposed limits on their use for 
next time — though there are states, like 
Florida, where absentees were a prime 
GOP electoral tool in earlier elections.

In general, voting rights advocates ar-
gue that making voting harder means that 
people who have historically turned out 
in smaller percentages will once again be 
at a disadvantage. Many people — over 
the course of a long career in politics, I’ve 
seen this first-hand — are intimidated by 
the voting process: showing up at a pre-
cinct, passing through a gauntlet of cam-
paign signs and people with handouts, 
getting checked in, facing the prospect 
that they’ll be humiliated by being turned 
away. Without encouragement, they opt 
not to show up at all. There are politicians 
who know this and take advantage of it.

By now, my view on this ought to 
be obvious. As a democracy, the United 
States is stronger when as many people 
as possible can vote and the electorate 
reflects the actual makeup of the popula-
tion. This has two beneficial effects: it en-
sures that our elected representatives re-
flect who we are; and it helps Americans 
not only feel a stake in the system but 
believe that their voices are represented 
in the corridors of power. The opposite 
is also true. When people feel that efforts 
are being made to deny their participa-
tion, they write off the process and begin 
looking for other ways to affect politics 
and policy, including taking to the streets 
or developing sympathy for more author-
itarian approaches to governing.

It is too early to say how this year’s 
voting-restriction laws will turn out; 
many of them will likely end up in court. 
But even if the urge to limit voting is 
hardly new, it’s dismaying that, well 
over two centuries since our founding, it 
remains so pervasive.

More votes for a 
stronger country

BRIAN KOELLER

Texas is the latest state 
to have a big fight over re-
forming its election laws. 
Remember that in Geor-
gia, some Democrats - 
like President Joe Biden - 
said a Republican-passed 
law that made several 
commonsense changes 
to election practices was 
“Jim Crow on steroids.” 
You won’t be surprised 
that some Democrats 
are saying similar things about a bill that 
would make changes - Republicans call 
them commonsense changes - in Texas.

But this time, state Democrats have 
dramatically raised the stakes. On Sunday 
night, Democratic lawmakers walked out 
of the Texas House of Representatives. 
Realizing they were headed to defeat at 
the hands of majority Republicans, Dem-
ocrats fled the House, which they knew 
would mean there would not be a quorum 
of lawmakers present in the House, which 
would mean proceedings could not contin-
ue. House action stopped. The election-re-
form bill, known as SB7, was dead.

But only for now. Texas Gov. Greg 
Abbott immediately said he would add 
the bill to a special session to finish the 
work. It will eventually pass. But some 
Democrats celebrated their party’s move 
to throw a roadblock in the way of the leg-
islature. Julian Castro, the former HUD 
secretary from Texas, saw it as part of a 
larger Democratic move to kill the filibus-
ter in the Senate and pass the Democrats’ 
national voting bill.

“Texas Democrats have officially 
blocked the Republican voter suppres-
sion bill and spared us time to act,” Cas-
tro tweeted in the wee hours of Monday 
morning. “NOW is the time for the U.S. 
Senate to end the filibuster and safeguard 
our democracy before it’s too late.”

Maybe Castro didn’t notice, but the iro-
ny was overwhelming. The Democrats in 
Washington who want to kill the filibuster 
say they’re doing it because the filibuster 
allows the minority — Republicans — to 
thwart the will of majority Democrats. 
Leave aside that the Senate is evenly di-
vided, 50-50, and it is only the tiebreaking 
vote of Vice President Kamala Harris that 
gives them the most tenuous of majorities. 
Democrats say they are sick of a minority 
being able to frustrate the majority.

And yet what are Democrats doing in 
Texas? As the minority unable to outvote 
majority Republicans, they have walked 
out of the House to frustrate the will of 
the majority. They have exercised what is 
sometimes called a “walking filibuster.” 
And some of them are doing it even as 
they encourage Washington Democrats to 
get rid of the filibuster.

By the way, the Texas Democrats’ tac-
tics are nothing new. Back in 2003, when 
Republicans had just won a majority in the 
Texas House and set about work on redis-
tricting, Democrats actually fled the state 
to deny the GOP a quorum to continue the 
work. They didn’t just leave the building, 
they left the state. Then-Gov. Rick Perry 
called a special session, and Democrats 
left the state again, gathering in New Mex-
ico. A standoff ensued. But the majority 
finally won.

And many will recall 2011 in Wiscon-
sin, when Democratic lawmakers fled the 
state trying to stop then-Gov. Scott Walk-
er’s budget reforms. On top of that, an an-
gry mob breached the capitol building in 
Madison, overwhelming police and lead-
ing to a long period of chaos and paralysis. 
Just as in Texas, the majority eventually 
prevailed.

Now there is a new standoff in Texas. 
And one last thing: What is it all about? 
The Republican bill would, among other 
things, outlaw 24-hour voting and drive-th-
ru voting in Texas. Are those long-lived 
election traditions in Texas that Republi-
cans are suddenly trying to kill? Not at all. 
They were enacted by one county — Har-
ris County, home of Houston — last year in 
response to the COVID pandemic. Repub-
licans reasonably believe that 1) the poli-
cies would be impractical statewide, and 2) 
election procedures, set by the legislature, 
should be consistent throughout the state.

And now, with Democrats protesting and 
fleeing the House, Republicans ask: Is any-
one really saying this is somehow the new 
Jim Crow? Seriously? It will take a while, 
but just as in Georgia, Republicans will pass 
the new law. And just as in Georgia, many 
people in Texas and around the country will 
wonder what the screaming was about.

Texas Democrats 
thwart majority
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In a couple of 
weeks, the National 
Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administra-
tion (NOAA), along 
with The Ohio State 
University Stone Re-
search Laboratory on 
Lake Erie and Ohio 
Sea Grant, will once 
again gaze into their 
crystal balls to try to forecast this 
year’s algal bloom on the Great Lake.

While the severity of the algal 
bloom typically does not directly im-
pact Henry County, it can do so indi-
rectly at times. For those who remem-
ber the water crisis several years ago 
in Toledo as a result of a very severe 
bloom, it is also probably remembered 
there was a rush on bottled water in 
local stores as Toledo residents came 
here to purchase it.

In addition, several Henry County 
companies donated water to the Tole-
do area to help out.

Trying to combat the bloom actual-
ly has impacted Henry County direct-
ly in that officials and environmental 
groups have sought new regulations 
on farm producers to reduce the 
amount of nutrients, especially phos-
phorous from fertilizer, from reaching 
Lake Erie through runoff.

Local residents should have their 
hearts filled with pride to know that 
Henry County farmers are leading the 
effort to improve the Lake Erie water-
shed and hopefully reduce the severity 
of annual blooms.

Last week, the local H2Ohio repre-
sentatives informed the Henry Coun-
ty commissioners and officials from 
around northwest Ohio of this effort.

The H2Ohio program was begun by 
the state and the initial phase of it in-
cluded 14 counties in northwest Ohio, 
including Henry County.

In that initial phase, it was hoped 
103,000 of the farmable acres in the 
14-county area would sign up for the 
program. Henry County farmers alone 
signed up nearly 134,000 acres, to-
taling 63% of the available farmland 
here, which also led the way in the 
14-county area.

Signing up for the program is vol-
untary, and doing so likely wasn’t a 
decision any of the producers took 
lightly. If they had not already had re-
cent soil tests done, they had to have 
them, and once a plan was designed 
to show them proper fertilization ap-
plications they are expected to stick to 
them and show that they are doing so.

As the director of the local program, 
Abby Wensink told the commissioners 
last week, for some, the plan wasn’t 

that big a deal. For others, who have 
never done one, it’s a pretty big deal.

To be sure, the program shows 
them some benefit as well. In a busi-
ness where profit margins are razor 
thin, not wasting fertilizer in areas 
where not as much is needed helps the 
grower as well as the environment.

Which brings me to the group that 
also needs a lot of praise for buying 
into the program and respect for doing 
so — fertilizer dealers.

Wensink said many of the them 
helped write the plans for their farm-
ing customers based on the data that 
was gathered on soil testing.

While it helps growers to apply 
less fertilizer to their fields than they 
may have done in the past, that cer-
tainly doesn’t help the bottom line of 
an industry whose job is to sell that 
fertilizer.

Henry County Commissioner Bob 
Hastedt pointed out as much during 
the meeting, adding that’s a pretty big 
deal to the success of H2Ohio.

This partnership has a real chance 
to make the H2Ohio more successful 
than others in the past. There is a real 
buy-in from the farmers and the fertil-
izer dealers.

Wensink said in the past there were 
nutrient plans written up for agricul-
tural producers, but they were usually 
written by conservation groups.

These groups no doubt had the 
best of intentions, but many times 
their plans didn’t take into mind what 
would be viable for farmers to do and 
so they went to waste.

Under H2Ohio, the nutrient plans 
are being worked up by those who 
know the business and it’s also help-
ing the environment.

As a result, Henry County produc-
ers have responded in a big way and 
are leading the charge. In the past 
several years, those same producers 
received a majority of the blame for 
the algal bloom problem, even though 
there are a variety of contributors, in-
cluding municipal septic systems.

Rather than be raw about it, they 
are showing everyone that they do 
care about what is going on, and are 
doing what is in their power to help 
solve the problem.

However, as Henry County Com-
missioner Glenn Miller pointed out, 
this wasn’t a problem that developed 
overnight, and it’s not going to be 
solved overnight.

These efforts will take time, but our 
local producers who have stepped up 
to help have earned the respect of ev-
eryone in the region.

Email comments to briank@
northwestsignal.net

County farmers leading the way
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