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Sometimes
the doors
need to
be closed

There was a question of ac-
cess in Maine politics this
week, both public and ed-
ucational.

With stories and editorials
abounding in Maine’s news
media, you might understandably
think Gov. Paul LePage’s closed-
door Blaine House meeting was
an aberration in Augusta. You
would be wrong.

Most of the real
work in the Legis-
lature occurs be-
hind closed doors.
Anyone who has
seen the process
watches as com-
mittee members
— especially those
on the Appropria-
tions Committee
— go back into their offices to
synchronize party positions on
pending issues or enter into
“chairs and leads” meetings
where the real negotiations take
place.

They all come forward after-
ward to go “on mic” and tell the
world what they have decided.
Then, when the Legislature as a
whole is meeting, party caucuses
go into private meetings and dis-

cuss the matters of the day. For
example, the House Democrats
will meet in one of the large
rooms in the State House to dis-
cuss caucus positions on bills to
be voted on.

Think about that. The majority
of a legislative body closes the
doors — no press, no public — to
decide how they should vote.
Nothing in Maine’s Freedom of
Access Act authorizes this. Nor do
the Maine Constitution or Legisla-
tive Rules.

So while House Speaker Mark
Eves may want sanctions against
the governor for closing his inau-
gural committee meeting, it is al-
most certain nothing actionable
occurred there. Meanwhile, the
myriad closed-door meetings in
the Legislature result in actual
horse-trading and deal-making. If
we are going to be firm on public
access requirements, the Legisla-
ture should be subject to the
same scrutiny.

Of course, Eves could come for-
ward and admit that sometimes
the doors need to be closed; many,
myself included, would agree. It is
hard to have a fruitful negotiation
when paid advocates — whether
the Maine People’s Alliance or
any of the countless other groups
— are constantly shouting that
any deviation from their pre-
ferred position will result in pri-
mary challenges, rallies, protests
or lack of support. In a perverse
way, the ideal of transparency can
increase partisanship.

That partisanship should not
take hold, especially on matters of
education. Bill Beardsley offered
a common sentiment — neither
Republican or Democrat — stat-
ing the achievement gap between
the wealthiest communities in
our state and the poorest is a sig-
nificant problem which needs to
be addressed. One solution might
be offering students and parents
more educational choices. How?
Sometimes you can start by
changing a school’s name.

One of the other stories this
week concerned Catherine McAu-
ley High School in Portland. As
part of their disaffiliation with
the Sisters of Mercy, they have
been asked to find a new name.

Zika could
come to
Maine, but
don’t panic
Timing of infection key
concern in pregnancies

BY MICHAEL COYNE
SPECIAL TO THE BDN

The Zika virus is the latest
scourge to capture the
public’s attention, Ebola
now a vague memory.

Is this new contagion some-
thing to fear? As is often the case
in infectious disease, the answer
is both yes and no. It was not long
ago (1793) that a similar virus
(yellow fever) wiped out 10 per-
cent of the population of Philadel-
phia, and most of the survivors
fled the city. Zika is also a Flavivi-
rus that is transmitted by mosqui-
toes, but it’s much less virulent.

Zika, named after Zika Forest
Uganda where it was discovered,
frequently causes no symptoms
whatsoever. The threat was so un-
derwhelming that nobody both-
ered much to study the virus, dis-
covered in 1947, until recently.

If you were to catch Zika, there
is a good chance you would never
know. Symptoms, if any, would
appear several days after a bite
from an infected mosquito and
possibly result in a rash, fever,
muscle or joint aches and con-
junctivitis (red eyes). The symp-
toms would likely all be gone in a
week, and you probably wouldn’t
have missed a day of work.

Once you recovered, you would
now have antibodies and immuni-
ty to the virus, just as you would
to any cold that a co-worker gave
you.

The big concern with Zika is
timing. If you happen to catch
Zika during the first trimester of
pregnancy and are very unlucky,
it can, in rare instances, be devas-
tating to a fetus. About 1 percent
of the time, the virus can be trans-
mitted to a developing fetus,
where the virus can destroy neu-
rons, leading to brain damage and
resulting in microcephaly, where
an infant’s head is much smaller
than it should be. A fetus in the
first few months of gestation is in
most danger from Zika.

Why all the attention now? In
Uganda, for instance, the virus is

everywhere, and there is no pub-
lic risk or concern there. The dif-
ference lies in natural immunity.
You don’t catch the same cold
twice.

In Uganda, nearly everyone is
immune to Zika before they are 10
years old. As such, pregnant
woman are immune and have no
risk from Zika.

In the Americas, on the other
hand, there is no natural immuni-
ty. The virus was only recently in-
troduced — perhaps by visitors to
the 2014 World Cup in Brazil.

It is spreading rapidly through-
out the population right now be-
cause people with no natural im-
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Bangor’s path
togreatness

Queen City hasmany of the 11 things it takes
to succeed. Now, it needs to put them towork.

BY CHRISTOPHER BURNS
BDN STAFF

During a three-year
trip across the coun-
try, Deb and James
Fallows, writers for
The Atlantic maga-
zine, found many ex-
amples of cities mak-
ing themselves great

again. The Fallows found that
these resurgent cities had
many things in common — 11,
to be precise.

This list of 11 items has par-
ticular resonance in Bangor,
which has seen a lot of change
in its downtown and along the
waterfront in recent years.
Bangor still faces challenges,
particularly in the wake of re-
gional mill closures, but it has
many of the 11 elements the
Fallows identify as signs a city
will succeed.

Here’s how Bangor measures
up against the Fallows’ list.

1. Partisan politics seem a distant con-
cern. That doesn’t mean there are no disagree-
ments in local government. But the focus at the
local level is on what the city council can do to
improve the city, whether it’s investing in down-
town and Bangor’s neighborhoods or deciding
whether to raise the minimum wage.

“We might not be able to impact things on as

broad a scale as the federal gov-
ernment but we can actually ef-
fect some positive change,”
Bangor City Councilor Ben
Sprague said.

2. You can pick out the
local patriots. In other words,
who makes Bangor go? Stephen
and Tabitha King could fit the
bill. Through their philan-
thropic foundation, the Kings
have improved the quality of
life and vibrancy of Greater
Bangor. They have supported
renovations at the Bangor Pub-
lic Library, construction of the
pool at Hayford Park on Union
Street and chipped in for heat-
ing assistance for low-income
Mainers.

Of course, many local patri-
ots who aren’t as high-profile
as the Kings donate their time
and money to improve the lives
of Bangor residents and visi-
tors to the city, Sprague said.

“We’ve always had people in
Bangor who were willing to

step up into leadership roles, from city council-
ors, members of the business community and
private individuals,” Sprague said. “There is a
great base of people in this community who care
about the future of this city.”

3. Public-private partnerships are real.
When people think about the recent revitaliza-
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In Maine, we have
Aedes vexans

mosquitoes, while a
different species —
the Aedes aegypti

mosquitoes — are best
known for transmitting

the Zika virus
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A door at the back of the Appro-
priations Committee chamber that
leads to a suite of private rooms
where the committee chairs and
leads hold private meetings.
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Maria Carolina Silva Floa, 20,
looks down at her baby, Maria
Gabriela Silva Alves, 2 months,
who was born with microcephaly,
as they wait for her physiotherapy
appointment at Pedro 1 Municipal
Hospital in Campina Grande,
Brazil, in March.
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