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AS I SEE IT

Journalism 
is pillar of  
democracy 

Mark Cohen

The recent tragedy at 
The Capital Gazette in 
Annapolis, Maryland, hit 
close to home for me and 
two of my colleagues. 

Brad Simpson, chief 
Financial Officer at the PA NewsMedia 
Association, Robin Quillon, publisher of 
The Tribune-Democrat in Johnstown and 
myself were meeting in a conference room 
just outside of the newsroom at the same 
newspaper that would be the topic of break-
ing news just a couple of hours later.

I remember one victim who walked by 
me. Sunglasses, hat and a grumpy hello 
and I said to myself … “yeah, he is a news 
guy.”  

Journalists matter. 
Unheralded, unappreciated and sadly 

unknown. 
Too bad it takes a tragedy like this to 

make them known.
We thank and acknowledge police men 

and women, EMT personnel, firefighters, 
teachers and military personnel for their 
service. 

How about love for First Amendment 
Freedom Fighters?

 We always say life is short, but how 
many of us live by that credo until some-
thing hits close to home. 

This business that we nobly chose is a 
family, and this tragedy has and will pull 
us together. 

However, we can never forget life is more 
powerful than work, and friends and fam-
ily are paramount to happiness. 

So, my brief encounter at The Capital 
Gazette with the gentleman who blew by 
me in a fast shuffle has a name. 

He is John McNamara and was known 
as Mac. 

Below is a brief bio on Mac which by no 
means captures his life, but gives you a 
snapshot about his dedication to our busi-
ness. 

John McNamara held a range of jobs 
for The Capital Gazette newsroom over 
a career there that spanned more than  
20 years. 

McNamara, who has published two 
books on University of Maryland sports, 
was a longtime sports reporter and editor, 
according to his LinkedIn page and people 
who worked with him.

More recently, McNamara covered news 
in Bowie, Maryland, a town west of Annap-
olis, on a daily basis, and was an editor of 
two of The Capital Gazette’s local weekly 
newspapers. 

A friend to McNamara said he sin-
gle-handedly informed the city’s residents 
about the community’s news and politics. 

Here is what this editorial is asking each 
of us to do. 

Remember that journalism and journal-
ists are a pillar to democracy. 

Remember to enjoy each minute  
of life. 

Remember to look around and notice 
people who you come in contact with.  

And, remember McNamara — and his 
colleagues, Gerald Fischman, Rob Hiaasen, 
Rebecca Smith and Wendi Winters. 

Proud journalists and friends whose 
lives were cut way too short.  

Mark Cohen is president of the  
Pennsylvania NewsMedia Association.
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But lawmakers can take action to fix system
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Among states, Pennsylvania stands nearly alone in mak-
ing an explicit promise to its citizens that the common-
wealth will protect their access to clean air and clean water, 
and guarantee “the preservation of natural, scenic, historic 
and aesthetic values of the environment.”

That unambiguous promise, enshrined in Article I, Sec-
tion 27 of the Pennsylvania Constitution, further states that 
“Pennsylvania’s public natural resources are the common 
property of all the people, including generations yet to come. 
As trustee of these resources, the commonwealth shall con-
serve and maintain them for the benefit of all the people.”

Yet, since that language was adopted in 1971, state law-
makers have been steadily backsliding on that promise in 
the most critical of areas: public access to clean and safe 
drinking water.

Water isn’t like any other publicly regulated utility. You 
can get along without natural gas or electricity. Yes, it’ll be 
rough. But it’s ultimately survivable — at least for a little 
while.

But you need clean water to live. The maximum time you 
can survive without water, which makes up 60 percent of 
your body, is a week.

After all, when scientists train their eyes on the cosmos to 
search for life, they’re not looking for power lines or Marcel-
lus Shale natural gas wells. They’re looking for evidence of 
liquid water, a critical building block of life.

But as PennLive’s Wallace McKelvey details in a harrow-
ing but utterly necessary report, years of budget cuts have 
depleted the ranks of water inspectors at the state Depart-
ment of Environmental Protection, putting your safety, and 
that of your family, at risk.

And that, in turn, has led some experts to warn that it 
could be only a matter of time before the state faces a Flint, 
Michigan-scale public health emergency.

The numbers are shocking:
    › Between 2008 and 2012, state funding for the DEP was 

nearly halved, dropping from $229 million to $125 million. 
In recent years, that figure crept upward again to $148 
million. Had the agency’s 2008 budget kept pace with 
inflation, however, it would now be $271 million.

    › During that drop, the DEP lost 750 inspectors, who are 
carrying an average inspection workload of 149 water 
systems each. A 2012 survey by the Association of State 
Drinking Water Administrators showed a national aver-
age of 67.

    › The increased workload has led to a reduction of in the 
number of inspections. According to U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency data, inspectors completed 3,177 sur-
veys in fiscal year 2009. By 2015, that number dropped to 
1,847.

    › The same budget cuts that hit the inspection side also 
impacted enforcement. Currently, the DEP employs 68 
attorneys who represent its various regulatory programs. 
Lawyers play an important role in crafting formal enforce-
ment actions that must be defended in court.

    › Meanwhile, the number of violations that inspectors iden-
tified but were never resolved spiked from 4,298 to 7,922, 
even with fewer inspectors on the ground.

    › In fiscal year 2017, state inspectors visited about 19 per-
cent of the state’s water systems, well below the national 
average of 37 percent, McKelvey wrote.
“Now, we’re basically just limping along, trying to keep 

the program together with bubblegum and bailing wire,” 
David Hess, a former DEP secretary under ex-Gov. Tom 
Ridge, told McKelvey. “The question is: Where is that line? 
How far is too far?”

If there is any bright spot, it’s that the 2018-19 budget that 
Gov. Tom Wolf signed into law includes a $5.6 million fund-
ing increase for the fiscal year that started July 1.

That money, in turn, would help underwrite the hiring of 
33 new employees, including 17 trainee inspectors, as well 
as compliance specialists, engineers and geologists who 
are badly needed to fill the ranks of Pennsylvania’s drained 
drinking water program.

Those trainee hires, who would replace the aging, veteran 

inspectors who are moving toward retirement age, would 
eventually bring the DEP down to a more manageable work-
load of 100 to 125 water systems for each inspector.

That’s still higher than the ideal of 67 water systems. Like 
anything else, it’s a start.

But it’s still inexcusable. And it doesn’t have to be that 
way. The solution lies within lawmakers’ reach, if they are 
brave enough to do so.

It won’t take a tax hike. It won’t take a fee hike. All law-
makers have to do is reach for their own wallets.

Right now, Pennsylvania lawmakers contribute a scant 
1 percent to 3 percent of their total salary, a base of $87,180 
(for leaders, salaries can run $99,410 to $136,094) toward the 
total cost of their health care.

Private sector employees pay far more. And unlike the pol-
iticians who lead them, the average cubicle dweller doesn’t 
get lifetime health and prescription benefits for themselves, 
their spouses and their children up to age 26, upon leaving 
office.

The total cost of that Cadillac suite of benefits came to 
$825.5 million in 2017.

The DEP needs at least 85 more inspectors to reach its 
ideal complement of 67 water systems per-inspector. At an 
average cost of $40,000 per inspector, lawmakers would 
need cough up an extra $3.4 million a year.

That would barely make a dent in the luxury-model ben-
efits they currently enjoy — and that most of their constitu-
ents can only dream about.

Or if that’s too much, the General Assembly could always 
dip into its surplus, which tipped the books at $95 million at 
the end of last year.

That might sting a bit. But there’s some shared pain there. 
And it would go a long way toward making sure that lawmak-
ers fulfill the promise that only five others states (Hawaii, 
Illinois, Massachusetts, Montana, and Rhode Island are the 
others) make to their citizens.

There is no more sacred a trust than the health and safety 
of the citizenry. It’s time for Harrisburg to live up to that 
trust.
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State has broken its 
clean water promise

“Now, we’re basically just limping along, 
trying to keep the program together with 
bubblegum and bailing wire. The question 
is: Where is that line? How far is too far?”
David Hess, a former DEP secretary under ex-Gov. Tom Ridge
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