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Out of  the blue, with no 
new data and the same 
team of  generals, Presi-

dent Donald Trump has decided 
that he wants to reinstate the ban 
on transgender people in the mil-
itary, reversing Obama adminis-
tration regulations allowing all 
men and women, regardless of  
gender identity, to serve their 
country.

This is the same man who, 
when running for office, claimed 
to be a friend of  the LGBT com-
munity. Perhaps he’s forgotten 
that the “T” stands for “trans-
gender.”

Make no mistake, the presi-
dent’s anti-transgender offensive 
is an attack on the entire LGBT 
community and on our core 
American belief  in equality of  
opportunity.

The commander in chief’s ear-
ly-morning tweets on Wednesday 
calling for reinstatement of  the 
ban laid out a bogus argument, 
leaving out the most important 
point: This is a political move 
intended to appease Trump’s 
base and to push Democrats “to 
take complete ownership of  this 
issue,” according to an uniden-
tified Trump administration of-
ficial quoted by Jonathan Swan, 
a national political reporter for 
Axios.

Here’s what the president had 
to say:

“After consultation with my 
Generals and military experts, 
please be advised that the Unit-
ed States Government will not 
accept or allow transgender 
individuals to serve in any ca-
pacity in the U.S. Military. Our 
military must be focused on de-
cisive and overwhelming victory 
and cannot be burdened with the 
tremendous medical costs and 
disruption that transgender in 
the military would entail. Thank 
you.”

Who are these generals and 
military experts? I posed that 
question to Matt Thorn, execu-
tive director of  OutServe-SLDN, 
an organization that represents 
the LGBT community in the mil-
itary. “Your guess is as good as 
mine,” he said. Thorn pointed out 
that the current service chiefs 
signed off on the Obama policy 
last year and that “those individ-
uals haven’t changed. There have 
been no replacements.”

He also reminded me that it 
was a 2016 study by the Rand 
Corporation (commissioned by 
the Pentagon) that led Obama 
defense secretary Ashton B. Car-
ter to lift the ban. No new study 
has been conducted or published 
since then, meaning that there’s 
no new data.

What’s also deeply unsettling, 
to say the least, is that Trump 
tweeted this intended policy 
change only a few weeks after 
Defense Secretary Jim Mattis 

gave military chiefs a six-month 
extension, until Dec. 1, to de-
termine whether transgender 
service members would affect 
the military’s “readiness and 
lethality.” Is Trump undermin-
ing yet another of  his Cabinet 
members? Curiously, Mattis is 
apparently on vacation, accord-
ing to numerous news reports. If  
you’re going to consult your ex-
perts, shouldn’t the defense sec-
retary be one of  the top voices in 
such an important and far-reach-
ing decision?

As for the “tremendous med-
ical costs” that would result if  
transgender people were allowed 

to continue serving, the Rand 
study is the gold standard on that 
question as well. The think tank 
estimated that between 30 and 
140 new hormone treatments a 
year could result, as well as 25 
to 130 gender transition-related 
surgeries. The estimated im-
pact on the military’s health-
care costs would fall between 
$2.4 million and $8.4 million, or a 
tiny bump of  0.13 percent, which 
is hardly “tremendous.” (And 
that’s for all medical costs, not 
just transition-related ones.)

What about the “disruption” 
supposedly caused by allowing 
openly transgender men and 

women to serve? There’s no 
there there. “Service members 
have been serving openly with 
no issues to readiness,” Thorn 
said. “They’re serving in elite 
units, like SEAL Team 6 (and) 
in the Joint Chiefs of  Staff office. 
They’re leading commands and 
leading battalions. It’s not true.”

The same claims were made of  
gay and lesbian service members 
during the “don’t ask, don’t tell” 
era; it’s fearmongering, plain 
and simple.

With no rationale, and no new 
data or studies, the president has 
thrown the LGBT community — 
and notably transgender people 
— under the bus. Conservative 
groups such as the Family Re-
search Council, long opposed to 
LGBT equality, applauded the 
president’s move, especially his 
termination of  what they called a 
“social experiment.” It’s an inter-
esting footnote that on the same 
date in 1948, President Harry S. 
Truman issued Executive Order 
9981, which abolished racial dis-
crimination in the military. He 
called for “equality of  treatment 
and opportunity in the military.”

My question for Trump: Why 
does that same principle not ap-
ply to transgender Americans 
who want to serve their country?

Steven Petrow is a columnist for 
the Washington Post and former 
president of  the National Lesbian 
& Gay Journalists Association.

Trump’s transgender ban is an attack on LGBT community

Mr. President, please cut it 
out. Tweet to your heart’s 
content, but stop the wild-

ly inappropriate attacks on the at-
torney general. An honorable man 
whom I have known since his days 
as a U.S. attorney in Alabama, Jeff 
Sessions has recently become your 
piñata in one of  the most outra-
geous — and profoundly misguided 
— courses of  presidential conduct 
I have witnessed in five decades in 
and around the nation’s capital. 
What you are doing is harmful to 
your presidency and inimical to 
our foundational commitment as a 
free people to the rule of  law.

The attorney general is not — 
and cannot be — the president’s 
“hockey goalie,” as new White 
House Communications Director 
Anthony Scaramucci described 
Sessions’ job. In fact, the president 
isn’t even his client.

To the contrary, the attorney 
general’s client is ultimately “We 
the People,” and his fidelity has to 
be not to the president but to the 
Constitution and other laws of  the 
United States. 

Indeed, the attorney general’s 
job, at times, is to tell the president 
“no” because of  the supervening 
demands of  the law. When it comes 
to dealing with the nation’s top le-
gal officer, you will do well to check 
your Twitter weapons at the Oval 
Office door.

A rich history buttresses my un-
invited but from-the-heart advice. 
In the wake of  President Richard 
Nixon’s resignation, the colorful 
Sen. Sam Ervin, D-North Caroli-
na — a hero of  the long Watergate 
ordeal — held hearings on a new-
ly minted proposal to create an 
independent Justice Department, 
along the lines of  other indepen-
dent agencies such as the Federal 
Communications Commission. 
The idea was simple: Especially 
in the wake of  the Nixon-era scan-
dals infecting it, the department 

should, to the fullest extent possi-
ble, be insulated from raw political 
considerations in the enforcement 
of  the nation’s laws.

Although nobly intended, Er-
vin’s reform proposal went no-
where. But along the way, a na-
tional civics lesson unfolded. One 
of  the “teachers,” so to speak, was 
Ted Sorensen, President John F. 
Kennedy’s legendary speechwrit-
er. In the hearings on the proposal, 
Sorensen spoke eloquently about 
the need for the president to have 
trust in the attorney general but 
at the same time for the attorney 
general to remain at arm’s length 
in providing honest legal guidance 
to the president.

This represents a paradox. As 
a member of  the president’s Cab-
inet, the attorney general needs 
to be a loyal member of  the pres-
ident’s team, yet at the same time 
he must have the personal integri-
ty and courage to tell the president 
what the law demands — and what 
the law will not permit. That’s es-
pecially true with respect to en-
forcing the nation’s criminal laws, 
and why — rightly — the attorney 
general needs to step aside on mat-
ters where his own independence 
of  judgment has potentially been 
compromised.

That’s the key to solving the par-
adox. Independence of  judgment, 
as opposed to blind loyalty, char-
acterizes great attorneys general. 
An example from the Reagan years 
illustrates the point: Attorney 
General William French Smith sat 
down one-on-one with President 
Ronald Reagan and advised him 
that one of  the administration’s fa-
vorite tools — the legislative veto, 
which was a congressional contriv-
ance used to strike down agency 
regulations — violated our system 
of  separation of  powers and was 
thus unconstitutional.

In coming to that wildly unpop-
ular position, Smith (I was his 
chief  of  staff at the time) had been 
persuaded by the department’s 

chief  constitutional lawyer, Ted 
Olson. Having determined that 
Olson — and the entire Office of  
Legal Counsel — was spot on in 
its analysis, Smith outlined the de-
partment’s thinking in his session 
with Reagan in the White House 
residence. Reagan listened intent-
ly and immediately accepted his 
attorney general’s advice. No tak-
ing the matter “under advisement” 
or consulting with White House 
lawyers. As with Kennedy and his 
younger brother, Bill Smith and 
the president were close personal-
ly and politically. 

What the attorney general said, 
the president accepted. It was a 
matter of  trust.

How to manage the paradox — 
loyalty to the president leavened by 
rock-ribbed integrity of  judgment? 
It comes down to courage on the 
part of  the attorney general and 
a willingness by the president to 
listen respectfully to what he may 
well not want to hear.

Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. once 
opined that in our life as a society 
ruled by law, a page of  history is 
worth a volume of  logic. Experi-
ence teaches that even a 21st-cen-
tury “drain the swamp” president 
would do well to tweet a little less 
and listen a little more to the voic-
es of  the past — bringing back to 
mind what President Abraham 
Lincoln elegantly described as 
“the mystic chords of  memory.”

Mr. President, for the sake of  the 
country, and for your own legacy, 
please listen to the growing chorus 
of  voices who want you to succeed 
— by being faithful to the oath of  
office you took on Jan. 20 and by 
upholding the traditions of  a na-
tion of  laws, not of  men.

Kenneth W. Starr, a former U.S. 
solicitor general and federal judge, 
served as independent counsel in 
the Whitewater and Monica Lew-
insky investigations during the 
Clinton administration. From the 
Washington Post.

Cut it out, Mr. President

CLOSE TO HOME

Project labor 
agreements are simply 
good public policy 

The Santa Rosa Junior 
College Board of  
Trustees in May ap-

proved the first steps toward 
creating a project labor 
agreement for new construc-
tion at the college. Former 
college Vice President Curt 

Groninga 
and former 
trustee Rick 
Call, the 
North Coast 
Builders Ex-
change and 
The Press 
Democrat 
editorial 
board all 
opposed the 

board approving a pilot PLA 
—prior to a decision to adopt 
a permanent PLA policy.

As a full-time instructor 
at the college for more than 
two decades, I strongly sup-
port PLAs.

Good public policy must 
be based on peer-reviewed, 
empirical research. How-
ever, during the JC debate 
about PLAs, critics chose 
to ignore the most recent 
academic research about 
the benefits of  PLAs for the 
college and the community. 
It’s time to set the record 
straight.

PLAs apply to large 
construction projects with 
complex design and long 
duration that require many 
highly skilled workers and 
coordination among crafts. 
Negotiated prior to the hir-
ing of  workers for a project, 
PLAs are legally binding 
agreements between the 
developer, general contrac-
tor and construction trade 
unions.

PLAs set out the terms 
and conditions of  employ-
ment, including hiring 
procedures, wages, health 
and retirement benefits, 
health and safety conditions 
and work rules. Qualified 
workers are dispatched from 
local union hiring halls, and 
unions agree not to strike or 
picket during the life of  the 
agreement.

Opponents like the North 
Coast Builders Exchange 
and some nonunion contrac-
tors claim that PLAs dis-
courage nonunion contrac-
tors from bidding, reduce 
the number of  bidders and 
thus drive up costs. Howev-
er, in 2016 economist Peter 
Phillips, a University of  
Utah professor and visiting 
scholar at the UC Berkeley 
Labor Center, published the 
most comprehensive anal-
ysis of  PLAs for California 
community college con-
struction.

Phillips analyzed seven 
construction projects from 
2008-2015 at the College of  
Marin: three with PLAs and 
four without. He also con-
ducted a statistical analysis 

of  88 California community 
college construction projects 
with PLAs and 175 without 
completed between 2007-
2016.

Based upon both the 
College of  Marin case study 
and the statewide statistical 
analysis, Phillips found that 
“PLAs do not reduce the 
number of  bidders nor do 
they raise costs on Cali-
fornia community college 
projects.”

A 2011 report by Cornell 
University School of  Indus-
trial Relations researchers 
emphasized that construc-
tion is a seasonal boom and 
bust industry; contractors 
are challenged to retain 
skilled workers and over-
come chronic labor short-
ages. PLAs ensure a steady 
supply of  qualified skilled la-
bor, and the high quality of  
workmanship makes them 
cost effective and eliminates 
costly mistakes; projects are 
completed on time and with-
in budget and delays due to 
work stoppages or strikes 
are avoided. PLAs also 
standardize contract terms 
— such as work hours, paid 
holidays and overtime — for 
different trades.

PLAs also can mandate 
a targeted hiring policy 
requiring that 50 percent or 
more of  workers on a project 
are local residents.

As a consequence, PLAs 
address one of  the most 
challenging issues of  our 
time: soaring inequality 
and the emergence of  an 
hourglass economy with job 
growth concentrated at the 
top and the bottom, squeez-
ing the middle.

 A four-year apprentice-
ship provides a pathway for 
low-income residents in the 
North Bay to enter a skilled 
trade and the American mid-
dle class. A union journey-
man electrician in Sonoma 
County earns $98,592 
annually plus comprehen-
sive medical and retirement 
benefits.

In addition, craft unions 
have developed pre-appren-
ticeship programs for those 
with little or no construction 
experience that teach basic 
skills needed to qualify for 
apprenticeship programs. 
The Marin-Sonoma-Men-
docino-Lake Building 
and Construction Trades 
Council has developed such 
a program. SRJC students 
will be eligible to participate 
in the pre-apprenticeship 
program.

PLAs are good public 
policy. The decision to move 
forward with a pilot PLA for 
Santa Rosa Junior College 
is supported by rigorous aca-
demic research and analysis.

Martin J. Bennett is an in-
structor emeritus of  histo-
ry at SRJC and co-chair of  
North Bay Jobs with Justice.

When it comes to dealing with the nation’s top legal officer, 
you will do well to check your Twitter weapons at the Oval 
Office door.

Martin 
Bennett
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