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Givestudentschoicesto
buildhope,selfworth

Picture this: Starting in kin-
dergarten, children learning
skills of citizenship, such as
civil communication, toler-
ance for others’ beliefs, non-
violent conflict resolution
and “good citizen” practices
— voting, financial responsi-
bility, building community.
Currently, middle-school

students who did poorly on
the STAAR test in math, for
example, must take two peri-
ods until they “get” very
often impractical higher-level
concepts. This prohibits them
from taking an extra elective
— foreign language, music,
tech, business — as other stu-
dents do.
Instead, picture this: Stu-

dents in middle and high
schools are given the choice
of elective classes to bet-
ter serve careers and per-
sonal development. They can
explore careers and learn
applicable skills. In high
school, they will be ready for
suitable trade schools or cho-
sen careers.
Picture this: Students have

hope and self-worth. Having
hope and relevance in society
will also reduce gun violence
in and out of school.
CAROL DUNCAN, AUSTIN

LawmakersfollowTrump
evenasfamiliesaretorn

It will be interesting to see
what, if anything, will move
our representatives to get out
of step while following Presi-
dent Trump.
With their tacit approval,

young children are being
taken from their mothers with
no indication of where they
are going and with whom.
That should be a big red flag.
Would our elected officials

be bothered if a large part of
Big Bend National Park was
allowed to be developed or
drilled? Would they be con-
cerned if Padre Island and
Galveston were in danger of
exposure to off-shore oil rigs?
There are so many catastro-

phes looming, but the most
heart-wrenching — with defi-
nite, long-term scars to be
faced later — are the traumas
being delivered each day on
the children being taken by
our government.
What will it take to get our

representatives’ attention?
MARY SUE ROSE, AUSTIN

Sessionswageringsoul
onseparationspolicy

Re: June 2 article, “‘Abom-
inable’: Texans fight border
family separations.”
A new U.S. Justice Depart-

ment policy takes children
away from their parents even
if they are seeking asylum.
Attorney General Jeff Sessions
projects the inhumane men-
tality of our government. This
mentality seems to run the
same course as Faust’s did,
and Sessions now, wagering
his soul with Mephistopheles,
a worker for Lucifer.
This demon that possesses

parts of our federal govern-
ment has sold its soul to the
devil.
It’s time to be very mindful

of the qualities of the person
you will select for your vote.
I pray that these families will
soon be rejoined.
MICHAEL HENRY,

MARBLE FALLS

Uppercrustcomes
first innewbusroutes

Capital Metro strikes again.
Those car-damaging, punch-
bowl-sized concrete obstacles
lining some bike lanes are bad
enough — but have you folks
seen the new bus routes?
Hundreds, if not thousands

of people, many of whom are
disabled, will have no way to
get to work or stores, while
others will have to go a much
longer distance to get a bus.
Example: The No. 300

no longer goes down Rogge
Lane, but now goes down 51st
Street, so the folks that ride
that bus are out of luck. As
always, the upper crust comes
first!
JOHN G. DANA, AUSTIN

Promotesmartguntech
toreduceshootings

Since current efforts can-
not seem to keep guns out of
the hands of disturbed people
or drunks from behind steer-
ing wheels, maybe we should
enlist the help of technology.
Promote smart gun tech-

nology, so that only autho-
rized individuals could fire
the weapon. Make Breathalyz-
ers standard equipment on all
new cars. These are not cure-
alls — but like seat belt tech-
nology, perhaps they could
save thousands of lives each
year.
DAVID FREEMAN, AUSTIN
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YehimiSaquiche teachespre-KatPadronElementarySchool in January.
Childrenbegin learningcitizenship skills, suchascivil communication
and tolerance, at very youngages. RALPHBARRERA /AMERICAN-STATESMAN

Despite the hoopla over
whether Donald Trump will
meet with Kim Jong Un, the
possible summit is a sideshow.
It is only an entertaining dis-
traction from what is most
important to America’s future.
China’s leaders have made

it clear that they believe their
country is ascendant and
should dominate Asia and even-
tually most of the world. Chi-
na’s strategy is to be patient,
plan carefully, and focus on the
long-term. In contrast, Trump
is guided less by strategy than
by his personal intuition and
desire for immediate political
aggrandizement.
Critical to achieving China’s

goals is weakening the previ-
ously strong alliances between
the United States and the eco-
nomic juggernauts Japan and
South Korea. North Korea is an
important and willing pawn in
China’s strategy for achieving
this result.
China will never allow North

Korea to actually give up its
image as a nuclear threat to
South Korea and Japan. From
China’s perspective, an ideal
agreement between North
Korea and the U.S. would
resemble the following: North
Korea will cease testing of
nuclear weapons and ballis-
tic missiles — and it will make
ambiguous promises about
sometime in the future giv-
ing up its capability to make
and deliver such weapons. In
return, the U.S. will essentially

bribe North Korea by promising
to protect Kim from overthrow
and to make North Korea rich.
Trump will declare a “huge”
victory and blame any short-
comings on his predecessors.
Trump’s followers will believe
him even though the real effect
is tragic for America’s future.
Each Trumpmisstep brings us
closer to this result.
This outcome is no U.S. vic-

tory. North Korea needs no
more public testing to show
it has the capability of using
nuclear weapons against its
neighbors. It needs legitimacy
and acceptance. Trump is effec-
tively giving North Korea this
legitimacy — and, like Israel,
Pakistan and India, tacit per-
mission to have nuclear weap-
ons and missiles. It isn’t nec-
essary to have 1,000 nuclear
bombs to threaten a neighbor-
ing country or to destroy the
world.
China will use North Korea’s

status as a threat to South Korea
and Japan as an opportunity to
drive a wedge between the U.S.
and those nations. China’s argu-
ment will be partly economic
– the attraction of China’s mas-
sive market and the need for
mutual opposition to Trump’s
announced trade tariffs and
“America First” policies – and
partly national security – that
China is better able than the
U.S. to blunt any threat posed
to these countries by North
Korea.
Trump is an unwitting, but

easy patsy for China’s charade.
China will privately argue

that U.S. power and influence
is waning worldwide — and
that nations like South Korea
and Japan are better served by
moving closer to China. Claim-
ing that its stable and reliable
leadership can effectively con-
trol the extremism of North
Korea is part of that argument.
It would be foolish for America
to take the allegiance of coun-
tries like Japan and South Korea
for granted.
To Trump, the prospect of

wealth is always the way of
tempting and thereby con-
trolling people. Perhaps this
can be a successful tactic in a
greed-filled business transac-
tion — but it is poor prepara-
tion for preserving the long-
term welfare of Americans or
this world.
By engaging in school yard

name-calling and bullying with
Kim — and orchestrating fre-
quent reversals of U.S. policy
— Trump has created a situa-
tion in which politically he must
appear to be the winner. Kim
and China know how to make
Trump their patsy by using
Trump’s personal insecurity
and obsession with appearance
and lying. A summit may be
wise, but America’s chief nego-
tiator is not.

Bickerstaffisauthorof

“GerrymanderingWorldwide”and

isa formeradjunctprofessorat the

UniversityofTexasSchoolofLaw.

OTHERS SAY STEVEBICKERSTAFF
Special Contributor

Why Trump is an unwitting but
easy patsy for China’s charade

You know it’s coming. Your
property tax bill next year will
be worse than this year’s. But
tune in Thursday: The Austin
City Council could make it hurt
a little less.
Council Member Ellen Trox-

clair has a proposal to increase
the homestead exemption to 10
percent. Austin’s current home-
stead exemption knocks 8 per-
cent off the value of a home
when calculating city property
taxes.
This is an important moment

for the council to show it under-
stands the growing tax burden
residents are shouldering — and
that it remains serious about
addressing Austin’s affordabil-
ity crisis.
Our editorial board has

long supported increasing the
homestead exemption as one
of many tools to help rein in
the cost of living here. True, it
doesn’t touch the largest and
fastest-growing piece of every
homeowner’s bill, the school
taxes that are ballooning under
a broken school finance system.
Nor does Troxclair’s measure
help the roughly 55 percent of
Austinites who are renters.
But those limitations should

not become an excuse for doing
nothing. Affordability is a com-
plex problem, and various tools
tackle the problem in differ-
ent ways. Increasing the home-
stead exemption is a concrete
step that would help a great
many homeowners, especially
if the council resumes its march
toward a 20 percent exemp-
tion, as some council members
previously vowed.
City staffers on Friday out-

lined three budget scenarios for
a 10 percent homestead exemp-
tion: The city could forgo $4.8
million in revenue next year to
give a $28.59 tax break to the
owner of a typical home, which
is assessed at $329,951; it could
give up $3.9 million to pro-
vide a $27.15 tax cut; or it could
bump up the tax rate, so there’s
no loss in revenue to the city,
saving the typical homeowner
$18.79.
That may not sound like

much money. But council mem-
bers often defend surging costs
for city services by focusing on
the installments for individual
taxpayers: It’s only $4 a month
for customers getting curbside
composting service. It’s only
$5 a month for the 2016 trans-

portation bond. It’s only $10 a
month more in city taxes this
budget year.
Trouble is, all those charges

add up. Increasing the home-
stead exemption, Troxclair told
me, “is just one way we can
chip away at that.”
It would also signal to vot-

ers that the council hasn’t for-
gotten the promises that many
members made on the cam-
paign trail. Mayor Steve Adler
campaigned in 2014 on a pledge
to phase in a 20 percent home-
stead exemption over four
years. The council majority
indicated that was its goal, too,
when it voted in June 2015 to
start with 6 percent.
The council bumped that

up to 8 percent the following
year in a narrow 6-5 vote. But
then last year, as the council
faced a tight budget cycle, Trox-
clair couldn’t even get enough
co-sponsors to put a higher
exemption on the agenda.
It’s a good sign she has

cleared that hurdle this year,
with Council Members Ora
Houston, Ann Kitchen and Les-
lie Pool joining her in bring-
ing the item to the full council,
which needs to decide by July 1.
Pool and Adler are critical

swing votes: Both supported
the initial exemptions in 2015
and 2016, but worried last
year the city couldn’t afford to
expand the tax break.
In separate interviews this

week, Adler and Pool told me
they support the concept of a
larger homestead exemption,
but they need more informa-
tion about the budget impact
before they can decide.
Even so, Pool recognizes

what this vote telegraphs to the
community.
“If I’m saying I’m concerned

about the people who are living
here now,” Pool said, differenti-
ating between that and focusing
on policies for generations yet
to come, “I have to back that
up with concrete votes in ways
they recognize and are look-
ing for.”
I’m also eager to see where

Houston lands: She voted
against the homestead exemp-
tion in 2015 and 2016, along
with Council Members Greg
Casar, Delia Garza and Kathie
Tovo (Council Member Sabino
“Pio” Renteria flipped from a
supporter in 2015 to a “no” vote
in 2016). But Houston’s role as a
co-sponsor now suggests she’s
at least interested in talking
about the tax break.
Council Members Alison Alter

and Jimmy Flannigan joined the
dais last year, so they weren’t
part of the council that set the
20-percent-in-four-years goal.
Both replaced fiscal conserva-
tives who strongly supported
the homestead exemption. If
their West and Northwest Aus-
tin districts are like the rest of
the city, though, many of their
constituents are concerned
about rising taxes.
Back in 2015, the Zandan Poll

found 79 percent of Austinites
supported a 20 percent home-
stead exemption, and 69 per-
cent supported the idea even
if it meant higher tax bills for
industrial and commercial
properties. Last year’s Zandan
Poll found two-thirds of those
surveyed had cut back on their
spending because of the rising
cost of living in Austin.
Even with those affordability

concerns, many voters agreed
to open their wallets for a mas-
sive $720 million transporta-
tion bond in 2016, as well as
a largest-ever $1.1 billion Aus-
tin schools bond last year. The
council hopes to find similar
support for a November bond
package that could climb past
$800 million to provide afford-
able housing, buy parkland and
fix up facilities, among other
things.
Austinites care about hav-

ing a quality city. By and large,
they’re willing to pay for it.
They just don’t want to be
priced out of it. This is a prime
opportunity for the council to
give a little back.
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