Caucus pushing for rural interests
Bipartisan group wants to work with governor-elect on issues such as water supply and air quality.
By Jennifer Fitzenberger -- Fresno Bee - (Published November 10, 2003)
Assemblyman David Cogdill knows politics is a numbers game.
"When they call out Stanislaus County and you're the only one who stands, all of a sudden you realize, gee, it's going to be difficult to get your voice heard," said Cogdill, a Modesto Republican. "The best way to do that in politics is to build a big coalition around your issues."
Cogdill earlier this year revitalized the Legislative Rural Caucus, which ballooned to 40 lawmakers -- including 29 Republicans and 11 Democrats -- who unite on issues vital to small communities that dot California's outskirts, including much of the central San Joaquin Valley.
Now Cogdill, chairman of the caucus, is using Gov.-elect Arnold Schwarzenegger's recall success as an opportunity to draw more attention to rural issues and work to strengthen a state task force dedicated to improving delivery of services to rural areas.
In letters to Schwarzenegger and his chief of staff, Pat Clarey, Cogdill asked them to join the legislators' bipartisan effort to further rural interests. Cogdill wants the caucus to partner with the Rural Policy Task Force, a group mandated by state law.
The governor can run the task force as he sees fit. But Cogdill doesn't want it -- or its online database and internship program -- to lapse when Schwarzenegger takes office Nov. 17.
Schwarzenegger owes a lot to rural voters, who dumped Democratic Gov. Gray Davis in the Oct. 7 election. Voters in rural counties overwhelmingly favored the recall and the Republican actor-turned-politician.
Rural advocates hope Schwarzenegger won't forget who voted him into office.
Carol Whiteside, president of the Great Valley Center in Modesto, said Schwarzenegger will have to pay attention to air quality and water supply, both key rural issues.
Rena Burns, a member of the California Rural Development Council, has uneasy faith in Schwarzenegger. She isn't sure the governor-elect fully understands the economic importance of California's nearly $28 billion agriculture industry.
"Most of the rural region is given pretty much short shrift, but it is an economic powerhouse," said Burns, whose council works to improve rural living conditions.
Statewide issues such as education, transportation and health care provide unique challenges to rural areas.
Children who live in rural communities sometimes ride a bus more than an hour to school. Residents often live several miles from the nearest health clinic. A plumbing problem could cut water to an entire community.
Urban lawmakers often suffer from rural ignorance, said Assemblywoman Nicole Parra, a Hanford Democrat who sits on the Rural Caucus.
"If you close a clinic, you close off a community. They really don't get that," Parra said. "That's why my task is educating and helping the urban members understand what we're talking about."
Rural lawmakers joining forces is not a new concept. A bipartisan Rural Caucus with about 30 members thrived in the Assembly between the late 1970s and the early 1990s.
Jim Costa, a Fresno Democrat who was elected to the Assembly in 1978 and chaired the caucus in the mid-1980s, said the group focused on two or three issues each year and held public hearings throughout the state.
But the caucus disbanded in the early 1990s, the victim of term limits, heightened partisanship and speakership spats, Costa said.
Years without a caucus set back rural advocacy in the Legislature, he said.
When Cogdill revived the caucus in January, a bipartisan group from both legislative houses joined the group, which Cogdill deems a major accomplishment.
The caucus rallied to fight Davis' proposal to cut the Williamson Act from the state budget. The act gives tax breaks to landowners who agree not to develop their property.
Davis ultimately gave in, restoring the act in his spending plan.
During July budget talks, Rural Caucus members helped negotiate millions of dollars for rural law enforcement and security for small airports, ending a 29-hour stalemate in the Assembly. Though the extra funds eventually were rejected by the Senate, Cogdill cites them as a caucus accomplishment.
Burns, of the California Rural Development Council, said the caucus did not rush to partner with the council, and she would like to see it market itself more aggressively.
"They're still maturing," Burns said. "They haven't had a chance yet to inventory and consolidate their resources and look at their strengths and consider their strategies. I think that will come with time."
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