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OPINION

We live in a time when a mere question about
“diversity,” “equity,” and “inclusion” is, by some, con-
sidered a distraction at best, and perceived as a
threat at worst. Joe McMillan’s recent guest column
for the Kitsap Sun, in which he challenges the City of
Bainbridge Island (COBI)’s policy to ask applicants
to citizen advisory committees about how DEI could
inform their advice, recently reminded me of the pe-
culiarity of this time.
I had the privilege and joy of serving on COBI’s

Climate Change Advisory Committee (CCAC) for two
consecutive terms (2019–2025), have a PhD in elec-
trical power systems, and am currently working as a
technical executive of an international energy re-
search institute. My career has been built on hard
data, “best available science,” and rigorous technical
competence. Yet, unlike Mr. McMillan, I do not find
an open-ended interview question about equity to
be irrelevant, a “political litmus test” or even a threat
to freedom of thought.
In fact, the column’s anxious tone suggests a

common misunderstanding of what modern techni-
cal consulting and public
service require. Any
qualified applicant to a
city advisory committee
— whether analyzing
streamflow data for the
Environmental Technical
Advisory Committee
(ETAC) or vetting zoning
codes for the Planning
Commission — should be
capable of responding to
these questions con-
structively. When the
CCAC, for example, pro-
vided advice during the
drafting of COBI’s Cli-
mate Change Action Plan

(CAP), we used equity as one of the key criteria for
evaluating actions in order to help determine which
to prioritize.
To suggest that technical data and analysis exist

in a vacuum separate from human populations is
simply bad science. Environmental policies, water
management, and urban infrastructure directly im-
pact people. And to put it mildly, they have not im-
pacted everyone equally. From subsidies for roof-top
solar that narrowly benefit homeowners but leave
renters with little opportunities to increase their en-
ergy efficiency, to siting practices for hazardous fa-
cilities that exclude the voices of people of color and
lower-income individuals, to flawed transit planning
based on commuting patterns of a majority demo-
graphic that leaves residents in areas where unem-
ployment is high with insufficient public transporta-
tion to essential services, there is no lack of evidence
of what can happen when equity is not built into
decision-making. Understanding how infrastructure
decisions interact with diverse community needs is
not a “contested political ideology”; it is a practical
requirement for comprehensive data analysis.
Furthermore, Mr. McMillan’s far-fetched invoca-

tion of the Supreme Court’s 1943West Virginia State
Board of Education v. Barnette case — comparing a
routine, open-ended interview question to a forced,
state-mandated pledge of allegiance — resembles
logical acrobatics. COBI is not forcing a “confession
of faith.” Asking an applicant how theymight ensure
their technical expertise serves the entire communi-
ty, or how they perceive systemic challenges, is stan-
dard governance practice designed to build inclusive
public boards. It is an invitation to share perspec-
tive, not a demand for ideological uniformity.
Ultimately, the critique presented in Mr. McMil-

lan’s column, in my view, lacks awareness of poten-
tial biases that any expert can internalize uncon-
sciously. I was born in Germany, and while I am per-
sonally not responsible for them, I am still acutely
aware of the atrocities committed by my people in
the first half of the 20th century. This humility
makes me certainly hope that every current and fu-
turemember of COBI’s advisory committees demon-
strate their willingness to reflect about how their
technical advice could impact all members of our
community.
After living on Bainbridge Island for more than a

decade, I fortunately find Mr. McMillan’s opinion
represents a highly niche perspective among our
residents. Most of the community members I had
the privilege to meet, recognize that true technical
excellence and a commitment to equitable public
service go hand-in-hand. But, if the national politics
of the day teach us anything, it’s that we must meet
these fringe viewpoints with solid, researched, un-
wavering rebuttal at every turn, lest they move the
needle even further.
Jens C. Boemer, Ph.D., is currently with an inter-

national energy research institute, previously served
on the City of Bainbridge Island’s Climate Change
Advisory Committee, and lives on Bainbridge Island
with his family.
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Let Congress know that federal workers need
a raise

Federal Employees, do you need a pay increase in
2027?? The president’s budget is silent on any pay in-
crease for federal employees next year; however, Con-
gress has legislation for a 4.1 percent pay increase.
Our Congressional Representatives need to co-

sponsor H.R. 7480/S. 3823 FAIR Act 2026! Go to
https://randall.house.gov/ and tell Congresswoman
Randall why that pay increase is vital to you. Then go
to https://www.murray.senate.gov/ and https://
www.cantwell.senate.gov/ todo the same.And, if you
use X formerly known as Twitter, message them at:
@EmilyRandallWA, @PattyMurray, and @Maria-
Cantwell. Thank you!
Beatrice Bull, Bremerton

Bremerton can do better at Ivy Green

The Saturday before Memorial Day, my husband
and I stopped by the Ivy Green Cemetery to leave
flowers on my family’s graves.
I grew up in Bremerton and I’ve always felt that Ivy

Green was one of the most beautiful and peaceful
places in the county. It dates back to1902 and its plots
reflect the chronological history of many of our fam-
ilies in the area; as well as hundreds of the military
from all branches and wars who gave their lives, so

that we here in these United States could enjoy the
freedoms that we take for granted.
As we walked through the graveyard, we couldn’t

help but notice how unkept the cemetery was, espe-
cially around the general area where the military me-
morials are located.Numerous graveswere surround-
ed by grasses that were at least 2 feet high. On others,
the groundskeepers hadn’t bothered to pick up the
mowed grass and it lay in thick, brown piles, covering
many of the flat ground markers.
The U.S. Navy plot, which had been beautifully

landscaped, now is a repository for multiple bags full
of garbage. Sadly, it is obviously a place where the
homeless hang out.
Is this how we honor our fallen men and woman?
Kae Mapel, Gig Harbor

Is WSF’s 75th one worth celebrating?

Congratulations toWashington State Ferries on its
75th anniversary, but condolences to the passengers.
Before the ferry system took over the routes, the

private company provided 28 round-trip sailings be-
tween Seattle and Bremerton. During the last four or
five days, that run is again down to one-boat service. I
can’t rememberwhen the last time the servicewas re-
liable and I could trust the schedule.
I just don’t feel like celebrating.
Jim McDonald, Bremerton

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Americans are cuckoo about choo-choos.
There are dozens of train museums around the

country. There are hundreds of model train clubs.
From “Murder on theOrient Express” to “Bullet Train”
to “Snowpiercer,” pop culture is full of stories about
locomotives.
It seemswe love everything about trains except ac-

tually using them for transportation.
I thought about this a lot during recent trips to and

from Miami on Brightline trains.
Brightline is a private company that offers high-

speed rail service betweenOrlando andMiami,with a
few stations along the route. (My departure/return
station was in West Palm Beach.) The company has
also beenpursuing plans to offer service betweenma-
jor cities in Texas and California.
Gas prices being what they are, and the cost of ev-

erything– cars and car insurance included–goingup,
you might expect people to be clamoring for alterna-
tive ways to get from Point A to Point B.

Brightline train isn’t moving fast enough to
outrun critics

Yet if you see a lot of the media coverage about
Brightline, particularly in my home state of Florida,
youmight get the impression the trains are transport-
ing the Ebola virus, not passengers who have discov-
ered an antidote for road rage.
Brightline is a boondoggle! The trains kill people!

And when they aren’t killing people, they’re making
too much noise trying to warn people of their ap-
proach!
It’s true that a substantial amount of publicmoney,

roughly $500 million from cities along the route, has
been invested in Brightline’s tracks, stations and
crossing improvements. Thatmight seem like a lot for
the government tobe spending tobenefit aprivate en-
terprise. Until you compare it with the gobs of money
the government uses to subsidize other forms of pri-
vate transportation:

h The Federal Highway Administration’s proposed
budget for the 2026 fiscal year was $72.6 billion, al-
most all of it for highway construction or repairs.

h The Federal AviationAdministration’s budget re-
quest was $27 billion.

h The Federal Railroad Administration’s budget
was only $16.4 billion.
No one bats an eye when government officials

make plans to spend billions on roads or airport im-
provements, yet for some reason, investments in our
rail network are taboo.
If Brightline’s critics in Florida were really con-

cerned about the amount of public money that was
spent to get the system operational, they should be
rooting for the company to succeed so those funds
won’t be wasted.
Instead, many seem to be hoping for Brightline to

fail, so they can say, “I told you so.”

Train accidents get more attention than car
wrecks do

It’s also true that about 200people have died in pe-
destrian or vehicle collisions with Brightline trains
since the service began operating in South Florida in
2017. No one should try to minimize those deaths, al-
though many of them were thought to be suicides or
tragic accidents involvingpeople caught on thewrong
sides of safety crossing gates.
Yet people die in car accidents across the country

every day. In Florida, crashes involving Brightline
trains are always big news. Fatal car accidents on
nearby stretches of Interstate 95 or the Florida Turn-
pike are barely mentioned, if at all.
We’ve come to view traffic fatalities as just part of

modern life, while deaths by train are somehowmuch
more catastrophic.
My recent trips on Brightline felt comfortable and

secure. The clean and brightly lit stations are
equipped with cameras and metal detectors. As a
guard at a checkpoint examinedmy keychain tomake
sure it didn’t contain a small knife, I thought the fears
of hoodlums using the trains to get around as they did
in “A Clockwork Orange” and “The Warriors” seemed
laughably far-fetched.
My friends and I were seated at tables with plenty

of room to work or relax. Food and drink were only an
app order away.
If you’ve never been stuck in South Florida traffic,

youmight not be able to fully appreciate how empow-
ering it feels towhisk right through it. It’s hard to put a
price on that.
My round-trip cost, including train tickets and

parking, was about $50. Obviously, that would be too
much for a commuter to pay every day.
But Brightline wasn’t set up for that purpose. Mi-

ami has a different train system, Tri-Rail, for moving
people from place to place within the metro area.
Brightline’s primarymarket is business and leisure

travelerswhowant to visit cities that are a little too far
away to easily reach by car, but too close for airplane
trips.

Brightline has made its share of mistakes, but
...

The company has often been its own worst enemy
in the public relations department. It hasn’t done a
good job of telling its story to the public, often coming
across as cryptic and defensive at timeswhen candor
is needed.
Among the company’s most callously boneheaded

practices has been referring to people killed or injured
on the tracks as trespassers.
But, as the saying goes, just because company offi-

cials are paranoid doesn’t mean people aren’t out to
get them.
Inmy hometown of Stuart, some residents strong-

ly oppose spending public money on a Brightline sta-
tion because they believe, counterintuitively, the sta-
tion would bring more car traffic downtown. It would
actually do the opposite, but once a juicy socialmedia
narrative gets rolling, it’s hard to stop.
There’s also a popular conspiracy theory that

Brightline’s developmentwas an elaborate ruse to get
the tracks upgraded so freight trains could use them
to haul hazardous materials. Anyone who’s lived in
Florida more than five minutes should know no such
ruse would be necessary.
As long as it was done in the name of economic de-

velopment, freight haulers could have easily gotten
government permission for any requested upgrades.
Despite rising ridership, Brightline is having trou-

ble making debt payments and could face bankrupt-
cy. If that happens, Brightline’s creditors would be
wise to let the company reorganize rather than going
out of business.
After all, a defunct train company has no chance of

making good on what it owes. A functioning one
might, given enough time.
Meanwhile, there are a couple of questions the rest

of us should be asking: If countries like Germany, Ja-
pan and China can make high-speed rail work, why
can’twe?Arewe content to just playwith toy trains or
daydreamabout nostalgia, or dowewant to use trains
to make our lives better?
Blake Fontenay is USA TODAY’s commentary edi-

tor.
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