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It’s time to bridge the gap 
on U.S. immigration policy 

identifies and removes those 
involved with narcotics, arms 
and human trafficking.

Uphold family unity as 
a priority of all immigration 
policies, including establish-
ing reasonable visa numbers;

Create a process for un-
documented immigrants to 
earn their legal status;

Protect all workers, 
provide efficient channels of 
entry for both temporary and 
permanent workers, and cre-
ate a tamper-proof identifica-
tion system;

Require immigrant edu-
cation in English and Ameri-
can civics in order to facilitate 
assimilation into American 
society; and

Ensure that all  
people are treated with dig-
nity and respect regardless 
of nationality or status while 
making certain that detention 
and other law enforcement 
procedures are as humane 
and noncoercive as possible 
and include reasonable and 
appropriate due process.  

Houston Task Force outlines basic principles for reform

standards adopted by the 
board in 1998. But it was 
a Republican-dominated 
board, working with an 
education commissioner ap-
pointed by Gov. George W. 
Bush, that approved those 
standards 12 years ago. Many 
of the new revisions simply 
reflect the extreme ideo-
logical views of the current 
board’s social conservatives, 
such as a new standard sug-
gesting that separation of 
church and state isn’t a key 
principle of our Constitution.

It’s time to fix this flawed 
system and get politics out 
of our children’s classrooms. 
The state board is clearly 
unwilling to fix the problem. 

Last year, however, the Texas 
Legislature considered bills 
that would have put primary 
responsibility for the adop-
tion of curriculum standards 
and textbooks in the hands 
of classroom teachers and 
academic experts. None of 
those bills passed, but law-
makers should revisit those 
recommendations in 2011. 
They must ensure that public 
schools are focused on just 
educating our children, not 
promoting the personal and 
political agendas of elected 
state board members.

Miller is president of the Texas 
Freedom Network, a public 
education and religious liberties 
watchdog based in Austin.

held in anticipation of the 
10-year anniversary of the 
Fair Defense Act (FDA), 
which established indigent 
defense standards in Texas 
and was authored by Sen. 
Rodney Ellis and then-Rep. 
Juan “Chuy” Hinojosa, now 
a state senator. Witnesses 
testified that there has been 
increasing scrutiny of state 
indigent defense systems 
around the country, includ-
ing by the National Right 
to Counsel Committee, a 
prominent, bipartisan group 
that has documented how 
indigent defense systems na-
tionally are struggling with 
inadequate funding, poor 
quality of legal representa-
tion, excessive workloads 
and lack of independence. 

Texas has improved its 
indigent defense system 
since 2001. The Fair Defense 
Act provided state funding 
to subsidize a service that 
previously had been funded 
only by counties. The Task 
Force on Indigent Defense 
was created to administer 
these funds, provide over-
sight, and set policies to im-
prove the system. The FDA 
set standards for the prompt 
appointment of counsel, 
and requires judges to have 

a “fair, neutral and non-
discriminatory” method of 
appointing counsel to reduce 
the perception of cronyism 
by judges mainly appointing 
lawyers who contributed to 
their election campaigns. 

Since the adoption of the 
FDA, indigent counsel ap-
pointments in Texas have 
increased by 45 percent, 
from 324,412 in 2002 to 
470,625 in 2009. This may 
have helped reduce jail costs 
as more defendants are re-
leased on bond or under pre-
trial supervision. There are 
also now 16 public defender 
offices serving 91 counties 
regionally or in specific 
counties. Harris County, the 
most populous county in 
the nation without a public 
defender office, is set to start 
a public defender office later 
this year. These offices hire 
their own lawyers and pro-
vide support services, just 
like district attorney offices 
do. If run well, public de-
fenders can be cost-effective 
while providing quality 
representation. Texas public 
defender offices special-
izing in serving mentally 
ill defendants have reduced 
guilty dispositions, increased 
the number of defendants 
receiving probation, and 

assisted in getting for defen-
dants services that reduce 
recidivism. 

Progress has been made, 
but we still face significant 
challenges in Texas. Counties 
still carry most of the cost of 
supporting defendants’ con-
stitutional rights to counsel. 
The state pays about $30 
million for indigent defense 
services through court fees, 
not tax dollars. While this is 
better than nothing, it cov-
ers a small portion of the 
nearly $200 million spent 
on indigent defense in Texas. 
As counties suffer revenue 
shortages, this is one area 
that many counties will be 
tempted to cut. 

Because public defender 
offices have proven to be 
cost-effective and more ac-
countable to taxpayers, we 
should expand their use and 
get the state to financially 
support these offices to 
relieve the counties of in-
creasing funding pressures. 
Texas should also experi-
ment with removing judges 
from directly selecting and 
supervising indigent defense 
lawyers. Judges don’t pick 
the prosecutor for a trial; nor 
should they choose the de-
fense lawyer.

There have been 254 

post-conviction DNA exoner-
ations in the nation; 17 of the 
defendants were sentenced 
to death. Texas accounts for 
41 exonerations, the most in 
the country. Many of these 
innocent people would not 
have been wrongfully con-
victed if they had had a good 
defense lawyer. We need a 
strong indigent defense sys-
tem to reduce these errors 
and provide justice to those 
who are least able to defend 
themselves.

Ellis, a Democrat who 
represents Senate District 13, 
which includes parts of Harris 
and Fort Bend counties, was 
the Senate author of the Texas 
Fair Defense Act of 2001; 
Hinojosa, a Democrat who 
represents Senate District 
20, which includes Hidalgo, 
Nueces, Jim Wells and Brooks 
counties, was the House 
author of the act; Whitmire, 
a Democrat who represents 
Senate District 15 in Harris 
County, is chairman of the 
Senate Criminal Justice 
Committee; and Fabelo is 
director of research of the 
Justice Center, Council of 
State Governments and a 
member of the National Right 
to Counsel Committee of The 
Constitution Project.

The truth is that when 
it comes to transportation, 
America is falling behind. 
But American leaders and 
providers have the techno-
logical capacity. In fact, this 
month the Texas Transpor-
tation Institute announced 
a project to use real-time 
traffic data to develop more 
proactive traffic systems in 
the state.  

So the question is not can 
we build smarter transporta-
tion. The question is: Will we 
come together as a society to 
do so?  

A number of steps are es-
sential. 

We must establish agreed-
upon, open data standards 
for transportation — the only 
way to interconnect process-
es and information across the 
entire system. 

We must connect all of the 
system’s diverse elements — 
from vehicles, roadways, rail-
ways and terminals, to gov-
ernment agencies and regula-
tors, freight carriers, vehicle 
manufacturers and travel 
service providers. Because 
transportation also serves all 

the other vital systems of our 
society — from health care, 
to public safety, to commerce 
and more. 

Importantly, we must 
make our transportation 
system traveler-centric — so 
that it is designed from the 
start around the needs of the 
passengers and shippers who 
use it. 

Finally, all the key stake-
holders in our transportation 
system — business, govern-
ment, communities and 
travelers themselves — must 
come together to work in 
more collaborative ways to 
advance the system on which 
we all depend. 

Smarter transportation 
is not some grand, futuristic 
ideal. It’s happening now — 
here in the Lone Star State 
and all around the world. 
And making transporta-
tion better is in everyone’s 
interest. By working on it 
together, we’ll move more 
than people and packages. 
We’ll move our country into 
the future.

Palmisano is chairman and 
CEO of IBM.
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P H O TO  C O U R T E SY  O F  I B M

TRANSPORTATION TALK: IBM’s Samuel J. Palmisano, right, 
talks with U.S. Secretary of Transportation Ray LaHood at an 
Intelligent Transportation Society of America meeting in Houston.

TIM BRINTON

FOR the first time, Houston leaders representing businesses, 
professions, unions, ethnic communities, religious communities 
and public institutions such as education, health care and 
law enforcement convened as a task force and held informed 
discussions to identify a positive, fair, humane and pragmatic 

community vision for immigration reform and create the leadership to 
help move that vision forward.

American Jewish Committee Houston under the auspices of the AJC 
National Bridging America Project, which was funded by the Ford 
Foundation, acted as a convener over several weeks in 2010 for this 
local endeavor. One of the outcomes of the Houston Task Force was the 
following Declaration of Principles.

Declaration of Principles 

JON KRAUSE

Whereas, voices of 
thoughtful, moderate 
leaders who represent 
affected businesses, 
professions, unions, 
religious communities and 
public institutions such as 
education, health care and 
law enforcement are often not 
heard in this debate because 
rational discussions are 
frequently drowned out by 

harsh and misinformed anti-
immigrant rhetoric; and

Whereas, throughout 
American history, immi-
grants have made invaluable 
contributions to American 
life; and

Whereas, reforming our 
immigration system is in the 
best interests of all Texans; 
and 

Whereas failing to meet 

the challenges of immigration 
reform would compromise 
our economic, social and 
moral futures; 

We therefore declare that 
any reform of our immigra-
tion system should: 

Enhance the security 
of America’s borders with 
a common-sense and cost-
effective approach that pro-
tects border residents and 

Signatories to the declaration are Nancy 
C. Allen; Kenneth E. (Ken) Arnold; AJC 
Houston; Rev. Jim Bankston, St. Paul’s 
United Methodist Church; Rabbi Annie 
Belford; Angela Blanchard, Neighbor-
hood Centers Inc.; Max Blankfeld; Boat 
People SOS; Bob Borochoff; Beto Carde-
nas, executive counsel, Americans for 
Immigration Reform; Chin-Liang Chen, 
president, Taiwan Innkeeper Associa-
tions of Greater Houston; Mike Cole, 
general presbyter of the Presbytery of 
New Covenant; State Rep. Garnet F. 
Coleman; Dick DeGuerin, DeGuerin 
and Dickson, Lawyers; Beverly Fanarof; 
Gerald Fanarof; Frances Tarlton Far-
enthold; Karen Katz Feldman, Foster-
Quan, LLP; Fort Bend Chinese American 
Association; Charles Foster, chairman, 
Americans for Immigration Reform; 
Fena Garza; Joyce K. Gilbert; Rabbi Dan 

Gordon; Ellen Grabois; Peggy Hahn, as-
sistant to the bishop, TX-LA Gulf Coast 
Synod, Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America; Leonard S. Hoffman, M.D., 
Kaye Horn, retired Texas real estate and 
mortgage broker; Mary Gwen Hulsey; 
Hamid Kantara, American Lebanese 
National Mission (ALNM); Bill King; 
Stephen Klineberg; Jack Lascar; Robert 
E. Lapin; Nat Levy, McNeil, Levy & 
Friedman, L.P.; Syma Cukierman Levy; 
Dawn Lin, fee attorney, Fidelity National 
Title Insurance — Chinatown; Tiger 
Lin, President of Taiwanese Chamber of 
Commerce; Lung Kong Tin Yee Associa-
tion; Stan Marek, Executive Committee, 
Americans for Immigration Reform; Julia 
Mazow; The Rev. Patrick J. Miller, St. 
Mark’s Episcopal Church; Rabbi Steve 
Morgen; Steve Murdock; Carol Nelkin; 
Eric S. Powitzky, M.D.; Gordon Quan, 

Houston Coalition for Immigration Re-
form; Michael Rinehart, bishop of the 
TX-LA Gulf Coast Synod, Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America; Roland Ro-
driguez, chairman, MFR; David Roschke, 
senior pastor, Salem Evangelical Luther-
an Church; Marci Rosenberg; Benjamin 
Samuels; Vicki Samuels Levy, president, 
Jewish Herald-Voice; Richard Schechter; 
Cathryn Rodd Selman; Doug Selman; 
Dinesh Shah, IAPAC; Richard Shaw, 
secretary-treasurer, Harris County AFL-
CIO Council; Dick Steele, the Religious 
Society of Friends; Tracy Stein; Daniel 
Stoecker; Amy Dunn Taylor, Kane Rus-
sell Coleman and Logan PC; Robert M. 
Taylor Jr., president, Chelsea Architects; 
Diana Velardo, executive director, Ar-
temis Justice Center; and Peter William-
son, former national president, American 
Immigration Lawyers Association.
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