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Cartoonist’s view

TOM MEYER

Alternative for Newsom:
Open outdoor dining
Regarding “Newsom critics

should offer COVID alterna-
tives” (Letters, Page A6, Dec.
31), I would begin by suggest-
ing that Gov. Gavin Newsom
start by letting restaurants
offer regulated outside dining
— unless he can provide sci-
entific evidence that outdoor
dining poses a danger to the
public. After all, he’s the one
outlawing outside dining, so
he should have the burden of
showing why.
California has some of the

strictest lockdown rules, and
one of the fastest rates of in-
fection. Logic would seem to
dictate a loosening of those
rules.

— Daniel Mauthe
Livermore

Examine job fitness
of officer who hit K-9
The video of the Vacaville

police officer striking his K-9
(“Vacaville cop seen on video
striking canine partner sep-
arated from dog; probe con-
tinues,” Jan. 2) troubled me
deeply. Who in their right
mind equates abuse as a form
of “correcting” behavior?
He not only turned to check
whether he was being ob-
served, but he undertook the
action in an area out of the
view of other officers.
Thankfully, the K-9 has

been removed from this offi-
cer’s care and, hopefully, will
be paired with another indi-
vidual who will exhibit pa-
tience and concern for its
well-being. I hope the dog
overcomes this sad incident
and learns to trust a new han-
dler. The result of abuse is
fear, not compliance.
Shame on that officer for

being so clueless. Perhaps the
officer should undergo reeval-
uation regarding his fitness
for the job. If he uses the same
method on a human as he did
with this poor dog, then any-
one he interacts with should
take care.

— Maris Bennett
Antioch

Front of vaccine line
is no place for leaders
I am so disgusted by our so-

called “leaders” being photo-
graphed being first in line for
vaccination and their families
as well. Are we 9-year-olds be-

ing shown how brave they are?
It’s kind of nice when you’re
the one deciding who is essen-
tial.
Leadership means being

last to eat, last to sleep and
last to be treated. The “troops”
get taken care of first, not you.

— Ron Silva
Union City

‘Cancel culture’ isn’t
nation’s main threat
I found common ground

with a letter-writer stating the
renaming of parks, buildings,
etc., sometimes goes over-
board (“ ‘Cancel Culture’ turn-
ing on their own,” Letters,
Page A6, Dec. 31). But from
there he made a quantum leap
by implying our country would
soon look like Stalinist Rus-
sia or Communist China be-
cause of it and that we should
be scared.
Meanwhile, here at home, a

majority of GOP House mem-
bers want to challenge certify-
ing the electoral results (“Ma-
jority of Republicans expected
to challenge votes,” Page A4,
Jan. 1), not based on irrefut-
able acts, but the word of a se-
rial liar. With no proof and a
mountain of evidence against
them, they want the presi-
dency given to the loser. This
would in effect, be a coup
d’etat. I can’t think of any-
thing less American or less
democratic than what they’re
doing.
Renaming things has me

shaking my head but for any-
one afraid we might move
away from a democratic repub-
lic, you needn’t look left. In-
stead, look far to the right.

— Don Morgan
Concord

A better 2021
will take effort
This opportunity of a new

year is when we can’t just
hope things will be better sim-
ply because we get a new cal-
endar.
Put forth some effort to im-

prove your health, your fi-
nances, your community.
Nothing comes for free, you
have to work at it. If we all put
in even a little effort, we can
make 2021 as good as we want
it to be. And then take pride in
the results.
I wish us all a much-improved

year. Let’s make it happen.
— Jim Cauble

Hayward
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HAVE YOUR SAY

When 535 members
of the U.S. Senate and
House of Representa-
tives meet today as re-
quired by the Constitu-
tion to affirm the Elec-
toral College vote for
Joe Biden, the joint ses-
sion has the potential to
be a coronavirus super-
spreader event.
It shows why folks should

stop whining that our elected
leaders are cutting to the front
of the vaccine line. Members
of Congress should be among
the first. We are dependent on
them to keep our country func-
tioning. They are essential
workers.
And, unfortunately, they can-

not control the childish, dan-
gerous behavior of some of
their colleagues. You would
think that after 55 members
had contracted COVID-19 and
newly elected Rep. Luke Let-
low, R-La., died from the dis-
ease before he could assume
office, everyone would under-
stand the risks.
But, no, too many members

of Congress, especially Repub-
licans, behave as if they are as
oblivious to COVID-19 dangers.
They exhibit the same denial as
many of their constituents.
On Sunday, as the 117th

United States Congress was
sworn in, hundreds of members
gathered closely in groups on
the House floor in clear viola-
tion of pandemic health guide-
lines, according to The Hill.
Some members also failed to

properly wear masks fully cov-
ering their noses and mouths
while standing near their col-
leagues. New Rep. Marjorie
Taylor Greene, R-Ga., a sup-
porter of pro-Trump QAnon
conspiracy theories, simply re-
fused to wear a mask.
And just like elsewhere,

such infantile behavior endan-
gers those around them. Think
about the risk to U.S. Sen. Di-

anne Feinstein, who
is 87 years old. Think
about our Bay Area con-
gressional delegation:
Seven of the 10 members
are at least 68.
Think about Rep.

Mark DeSaulnier. The
68-year-old Bay Area
congressman, who lives

with treatable chronic lympho-
cytic leukemia, has a weakened
immune system as a result. In-
deed, he nearly died last year
when broken ribs he suffered in
a running accident led to pneu-
monia that left him uncon-
scious and on a ventilator for
four weeks.
Since May 26, after he was

released from the hospital, De-
Saulnier has spent most of his
time in Concord and, like 122
other House members, has
been voting by proxy. The Dem-
ocratic-controlled House per-
mits members to designate
someone else to cast most votes
for them; the Republican-con-
trolled Senate does not.
But DeSaulnier had to return

to Washington this week to be
sworn in for a new term, vote
on the House rules for the new
session and vote to affirm the
Electoral College presidential
outcome.
“The challenge being here

is that you have members who
don’t think the rules apply,” De-
Saulnier said. “I want to do my
job, but I want to do my job
with advice of science and doc-
tors.”
DeSaulnier spoke with me

Monday morning by phone as
he was safely holed up in a re-
ception room near the House
floor waiting to vote on the
rules that would include, like
last term, requirements that
members adhere to social dis-
tancing protocols.
It’s amazing that our elected

representatives still must be
told how to behave during a
pandemic. But, following the

scrum on Sunday, Speaker
Nancy Pelosi had to send an
email reminding House mem-
bers to limit the number of
members on the floor at one
time, wear masks and socially
distance.
“When staff urge you to leave

the Floor, it is not a sugges-
tion,” she wrote. “It is a direc-
tion, in the interest of keeping
the Congress healthy and in-
tact.”
Similarly, for today’s joint

session, access to the floor will
be limited to members who are
scheduled to speak. Otherwise,
they are being encouraged to
remain in their offices unless
called to vote. It remains to be
seen whether they’ll follow the
rules better than they did on
Sunday.
It’s not surprising that, as of

mid-December, congressional
Republicans had three times as
many coronavirus infections as
Democrats. After all, the tenor
for the political polarization
over COVID-19 safety protocols
began in Washington.
The Republican Party leader,

President Donald Trump, has
dismissed the dangers of the vi-
rus, which has killed more than
355,000 people in the United
States, and has resisted even
wearing a mask. Of course, CO-
VID-19 is not the only thing
he’s in denial about.
Which is why the joint

session of Congress to affirm
the Electoral College vote pres-
ents an even greater health
threat. Normally, it would be
a quick formality. But Trump
and his sycophants in Congress
still cling to the notion that
the election outcome is in
doubt.
It’s not. And neither is the

danger of COVID-19.

Contact Daniel Borenstein
at dborenstein@
bayareanewsgroup.com
or 925-943-8248.

Special joint session

Congress vote for Biden could
be COVID superspreader event

Daniel
Borenstein
Editorial

ByGloria Duffy

Over the past two decades, el-
der abuse has not only been
recognized as an ethical prob-
lem in our society, but as a
clear danger for some of our
seniors. In California, if an el-
der is experiencing physical,
emotional or financial abuse,
family members or others may
go to court to protect the se-
nior.
County probate courts es-

tablish conservatorships for
individuals who cannot look
after themselves, appointing a
person to watch over and care
for them. Unfortunately, this
system creates further ethical
dilemmas and opportunities
for abuse of seniors through
the court system itself. Cur-
rent law permits the senior’s
funds to be tapped to pay for
the legal fees of anyone who
questions or objects to the pro-
tections. Without strong over-
sight from the courts, attor-
neys can profit from this by
running up huge fees repre-

senting contrary family mem-
bers and even financial abus-
ers, depleting or exhausting
the funds needed for the se-
nior’s care.
In 2010, a sibling and I

had to go to court, to ob-
tain a conservatorship for my
mom. There were serious is-
sues with her health, medical
care, hoarding, identity theft,
tax payments and misappro-
priation of her funds. In 2013,
the court appointed me as my
mom’s conservator. I serve
without compensation and not
only care for her but also at-
tempt to “conserve” her assets
by protecting her from finan-
cial abuse.
But protecting her assets

has proved almost impossi-
ble, under current court rules.
Over the past 10 years, 14 at-
torneys have exploited our
need to go to court to protect
my mom and comply with tax
and other laws, running up
large bills through specious le-
gal activities. This “elder fi-
nancial abuse by other means”
is particularly serious in coun-

ties that do not require attor-
neys to justify, and courts to
examine, how their fees pro-
tect a person or their estate.
When a senior has some as-

sets, and attorneys know their
bills won’t be examined, two
or three attorneys from the
same firm may jump in, uneth-
ically inflating their legal bills.
They charge fees for talking
to one another, and for having
multiple attorneys review the
same documents.
In our case, even a non-fam-

ily vexatious litigant got into
the act, scamming the court
and our family by posing as a
paralegal and requesting com-
pensation through the court.
As with all the other legal
bills, the court granted his re-
quest, because no justification
of the fees was required.
All those attorneys have also

run up bills for the court-ap-
pointed attorney represent-
ing my mom and for my attor-
ney, who must respond to the
abundant, spurious and always
unsuccessful litigation they
file. My mom, a completely dis-

abled 97-year-old with around-
the-clock care needs, is re-
sponsible for paying all these
bills.
To counteract this, judges

can dismiss attorneys, as has
happened twice in my mom’s
case. But the best protection
is strict “local rules of court”
that require attorneys to jus-
tify their fees as benefiting the
protected person’s estate.
Santa Clara County recog-

nized this problem, after some
notable cases a decade ago.
Since 2012, local rules of court
in Santa Clara County require
that “a petition for compen-
sation of a guardian, conser-
vator, trustee, and counsel,
or for counsel for a conserva-
tee or ward, must be accom-
panied by a complete state-
ment of the services rendered,
an explanation of the value or
benefit of those services to the
estate, and the total amount
requested for such services,
made under penalty of perjury
and executed by the person
rendering the services.”
Then the judge must exam-

ine whether the fees actually
benefit the protected person
and their estate.
No such stringent local rules

of court exist in Alameda,
Contra Costa, San Francisco or
San Mateo counties, or most
other counties statewide. This
must be corrected. To stop the
kind of abuse that is occur-
ring, county presiding judges,
the statewide Judicial Council
and the state Legislature must
institute local rules of court
that prevent financial exploi-
tation through the courts, ide-
ally creating a statewide stan-
dard.
From an ethical standpoint,

one thing is clear. When they
are called upon to protect vul-
nerable seniors, the courts
should not be a vehicle for el-
der financial abuse.

Gloria Duffy is president and
CEO of The Commonwealth
Club. This op-ed is based on
a presentation to the Silicon
Valley Ethics Roundtable,
whose input informed and
improved it.
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