Jeb for President: The campaign has begun

By Gema G. Hernández, former Secretary of Florida Department of Elder Affair

We Floridians have a moral and ethical responsibility with the rest of the nation and as such we need to provide our fellow citizens with a complete assessment of Jeb Bush’s legacy to our state. If the friendly media continues to showcase a very narrow view of what has been accomplished during his tenure, Jeb will be the next Bush to be elected President and not George P. 

 There is a plan in place and Jeb is making sure that his political resume includes all the necessary components, including experience with terrorism like in the alleged case in Miami. The plan is to strategically place articles and news releases all around the country portraying the right Bush for the turbulent times his brother will leave behind. This will eliminate the need to explain why Jeb is not part of the Bush Dynasty, separating him from his brother and at the same time reaffirming the Bush mantra of faith, family and friends. This requires a very delicate balance that Jeb is beginning to maintain. 

Jeb’s public relations and image building team is already positioning those headlines created today for the sole purpose of showcasing a fiscally responsible Bush, a Bush that has controlled the Legislative body since his election.  This propaganda, excuse me, this political campaign, is going to be so great and so well orchestrated that Jeb will be practically elected president by popular demand. Don’t be confused by his denials today that he is not interested in the job, his campaign for the highest office in this land has already begun for the 2012 election.  

As Floridians we need to make sure the media explores all aspects of his accomplishments and not just the bullet points they are being fed by Jeb’s machine. Let us start with some of the issues that have been mentioned in the media. Let us look at the so called success of his People First program. While it is true that on paper the size of the official government workforce has been reduced, what has truly taken placed has been a reclassification of jobs from Career Services positions to Other Personnel Services (OPS) positions. OPS positions, as they are commonly called, are not “officially counted” as being part of the government work force. This is an important issue to be discussed because while American citizens demand smaller government no American really wants to lower the standard of living of the American workers. What Jeb has really accomplished is the creation of a group of workers with no health care, no pension, no benefits and no job security. OPS workers are supposed to be temporary workers as defined by Florida statute but under Jeb’s leadership they have become a permanent and growing part of a shadow government workforce.

Other headlines are already showcasing how Jeb has reduced taxes, but those headlines are again failing to mention that the reduction in intangible taxes and other state taxes have come at the expense of the elders and children in our state. As Floridians we need to be witness to the consistent rationing of services to the poor, the frail and the Medicaid recipients. This quiet but consistent change has been achieved with the silent approval of a Republican controlled Legislature. This has also been achieved by a laissez faire approach of the Federal government when it comes to monitoring the implementation of federal programs in Florida. Federal agencies have looked the other way when audits have shown Jeb’s initiatives and changes to programs are not in compliance with Federal mandates. There is a secret message in Washington when it comes to monitoring programs and providing funding for programs. If the program is from Florida look the other way.

As we examine his legacy we need to remember that the much needed increases in funding for programs for Individuals with Disabilities were obtained not because of Jeb’s sensitivity to the disabled but as a result of legal actions against the state initiated and won by persons with disabilities. The increases in funding for this most vulnerable group came as a direct result of court orders, not as the result of compassionate conservatism..

Let us also remember the Lawton Chiles Tobacco Settlement, a legal action won by the previous administration but awarded during Jeb’s term in office. This huge financial windfall helped eradicate the waiting list for services to approximately 12,000 elders. If we recall the case against the tobacco industry we need to remember that the award was based on the projected health care costs of tobacco dependent elders. It is therefore appropriate to use this financial windfall to provide services to the same group of individuals used as test cases to win the award. Unfortunately, after the first few years, elder programs stopped receiving the funding in proportion to their needs and the dollars from the Tobacco trust fund were diverted to other areas, denying elders the victory they had won from the Tobacco Industry. This minor detail as to where this money has gone has eluded the media.

Jeb’s plans are well orchestrated.  When he named the Tobacco trust fund in “honor” of Lawton Chiles every one in Florida was impressed by his generosity and his willingness to honor his predecessor. Now, eight years later we begin to discover that the naming of the program was not to honor his predecessor but as a way of distancing himself from an action that is against Big industry. This legal action contradicts his natural predisposition not to legally hold accountable private corporations and businesses for their behaviors against the public good. Jeb knew 8 years ago and magnifiently positioned himself for the future. This is just an example of his long term planning. 

While Jeb’s image builders are already focusing on the alleged accomplishments in  the education  arena they are bypassing the fact that those accomplishments did little to move  Florida’s educational system from being at the bottom part of the national education ranking. Our low ranking continues to be unmoved despite Jeb’s being a self proclaimed Education Governor. Part of his educational program included the Opportunity Scholarships Program. This program was declared unconstitutional by the pre Bush appointed Supreme Court because it uses taxpayer dollars to support religious schools in favor of supplementing the funding for public education. Of course, brother Bush’s new appointments to the Supreme Court may reverse this verdict.  

Jeb’s legacy to our state includes the role of Governor as a CEO, and as a CEO he began outsourcing traditional jobs to other corporations. He outsourced the government Human Resources department to companies with business ties to India. He outsourced the eligibility determination for some social services to big and powerful HMO corporations rather than to traditional social service agencies. He outsourced the management of prisons and detention centers to private companies who kept their eyes on the bottom line rather than the safety of our communities.  This outsourcing resulted in his Secretary of Corrections getting involved with one of the biggest kickback cases in Florida history, which is still claiming victims as of this writing. 

As a CEO, Jeb also realized that protecting private corporations was the most effective way to go and became a leader in capping malpractice cases, opening the doors for doctors, hospitals, nursing homes and assisted living facilities to be more relaxed in their handling of people.

While he brought the CEO role to the governor’s office, as a CEO he failed to inspire his own people to follow his vision. His failure in this area forced him to settle many discrimination cases out of court, covering up this problem. These settlements included non disclosure with the victims so no one will ever know what happened with those cases.

We need to remember that his mantra and the Bush family mantra of faith, family, and friends will forever dictate his actions. This of course will be downplayed in his political ads, but if you review his actions you will see that the mantra prevails.  The support for family versus his role of governor came through during the 2000 Presidential Election. 

His support for friends has been obvious throughout his tenure from rewarding individuals that were alleged participants in obtaining votes for his brother to providing a list of his friends to his first cabinet so those friends would be given key positions in each of the departments.

In the case of the Cuban community in Miami, Jeb’s inconsistencies between his verbal support to the Cuban cause and his lack of influence in helping Cubans obtain refugee status when Cubans risking their lives to reach freedom were sent back under the dry feet, wet feet government policy is already being downplayed and restructured for future release. 

If Jeb was just another governor with no further political ambition and a member of a regular political family framing his legacy with less accuracy could be accepted, but because he is not, we need to demand of our newspapers to use their resources and talent to objectively and properly present all his accomplishments without omitting or bypassing pieces of information that could critically skew his overall effectiveness as a governor. After all, we Floridians do have a moral and ethical responsibility to the rest of the nation and that responsibility is to be witness to what is to come when our present Governor reaches his next political goal.

