
Jamie, 

Great job getting a wide variety of age, gender and race. We should be good with this 
round of responses. Don’t forget to email me the photos, or if you’d rather transfer them 
by flash drive, I can meet with you sometime in the office in the next couple days. 

Kayla 
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HED: Vox asks Columbians 
DEK: What is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for you? 
 
“My mom taught me the importance of reading. Her philosophy was if you can read you 
can do anything.” Robin Watkins 
 
“It was when my wife married me.” Nick Brown, 24 
 
“Now that I am of a certain age, my parents said just because everyone does it, that 
doesn’t mean you can do it.” Catherine Cameron, 67 
 
“My kid’s mother gave me my daughter.” James Butler, 34 
 
“My friend gave me advice that people make mistakes and things can be fixed. God will 
forgive you.” Norma Young, 52 
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“I just moved here from Washington state and these people have taken me in almost as 
family. They’ve been like a mom and dad even though mine are in Washington.” Lisa 
Clark, 24 
 
“My grandson talked me into adopting a second chance dog. It turned out to be a really 
good companion for me.” LaVonne Patterson, 81 
 
“When someone took me out to eat and shopping and gave me $1500.” Tangula Brown, 
19 
 
“When they built me my Habitat home. I only have a couple more years and it’s paid 
for.” Fern Dameron, 44 
 
“A really good person came into my life and is helping me a lot—pretty much tells me to 
keep my head up and learn from my mistakes.” James Purcell, 18 
 
“My girlfriend gives me companionship.” Sehaj Grewal, 23 
 
“My boyfriend staying over when I had a rough day even though I had an exam the next 
day.” Sophie Seifert-gram, 17 
 
“The value my grandma taught me—to get respect, you have to give respect.” Randy 
Beeman, 52 
 
“Some church members helped me move my whole family.” Jackie Johns, 59 
 
“Continually, my mom still sends me packages even though I am 24.” Lydia Beck, 24 
 
$



DISILLUSIONED WITH PARTISAN 
politics on both sides, Mark Flakne found 
his own path to political involvement. He 
became one of the founding members of 
CiViC, also known as Citizens Invested and 
Involved in Columbia, in February 2012, 
and the president of Keep Columbia Free, 
an organization based on defending the 
civil liberties and natural rights of citizens. 

Initially established in 2009 as 
a response to legislation that placed 
government surveillance cameras 
downtown, KCF has several ballot 
initiatives in play: to get rid of red light 
cameras in town, extend the bar hours and 
amend the smoking ban to allow smoking 
in restaurants. The group also keeps an 
eye on a number of civil issues, including 
the recent blight decree controversy. 

Flakne weighs in on how he feels the 
decree could a!ect Columbia and provides 
more details on what KCF is and how 
citizens can get involved. 

+ CHRIS ROLL
Could you brie!y explain the 
blight decree?
There’s a plan underway to create an EEZ, 
an Enhanced Enterprise Zone, which is a 
tax-abatement area for speci"c businesses. 
The prerequisite for creating it is that 
it has to be a blighted area, which has a 
de"nition according to the state that lists 
all sorts of frightening terms like “moral 
decay.” The "rst step in the process was 
to declare a large portion of the city as 
blighted. It’s generally used for inner-
city places where the population has #ed, 
there’s empty buildings, broken windows, 
tons of crime — but I don’t see anything 
like that in Columbia, that’s for sure.  

How did the blight decree occur in 
Columbia?
The problem is it was passed by 
resolution as opposed to by ordinance. 
If it’s by ordinance, it takes several 
meetings with several opportunities 
for public comment and input into the 
process. With a resolution, basically it 
was presented in one week, and the next 
week they passed it with very little public 

input. The question is whether or not that 
was a legal move on the part of the city, 
according to the city charter. 

How will the blight decree affect 
Columbia citizens ?
Blight opens the door for eminent domain 
abuse. Cities love to take advantage of old 
blight decrees. Even if your house is the 
nicest one on the block — your lawn is 
mowed and landscaped and everything is 
painted well — if they can show that the 
majority of houses in your neighborhood 
are bad, they can take yours. The other 
problem is, when an area has been 
blighted, why would I put money into 
putting new siding on my house? Why 
would I put a new roof on my house? 
Why would I paint? There’s no incentive 
for me to keep my property up to snu!. 
Imagine you’re looking at two separate 
houses, one across the street from the 
other. The one on the east side of the 
street is blighted; the one on the west side 
is not. Which one are you going to buy? 

Have city of"cials done a good job 
explaining the blight situation to 
citizens?
Absolutely not. I have trouble discerning 
whether the city o$cials really don’t 
know what they’re doing, or if they’re 
#oating these ideas by purposely to try 
and mislead the public. The mayor and 
the city manager have been on the board 

of Regional Economic Development 
Incorporated since the start, and this 
thing’s been going on for a year. It only 
came to the public eye recently, and it 
happened really fast. 

Are people surprised by the overall 
politics of KCF?
People look at us, and if they read the 
blog, they think, “Who are these stoner 
hippie leftists?” Then they meet us, and 
we’re all very clean-cut, educated folks 
who are very conservative. I would argue 
we’re traditionally more conservative 
than folks in the Republican Party today. 
Our small-government ideas are more 
like what Ron Paul or Gary Johnson in 
the Libertarian Party would talk about. 
That’s real conservatism in my opinion, 
not the tax like crazy so we can be in 130 
countries with our military, which isn’t a 
very conservative ideal.

How can citizens get involved in 
KCF?
There is keepcolumbiafree.com — go 
there, check out the blogs. There’s 
contact information there for all of us, 
and we have a biweekly happy hour 
Thursday nights at Top 10 Wines. We 
go 6 until 9-ish. It’s open to the public, 
not a meeting, nobody with a gavel taking 
notes. You can come and talk about 
liberty topics, or you can just come and 
play ping-pong. 

ENDNOTES
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What is the nicest thing 
anyone has ever done 

for you?
+ JAMIE HERGENRADER

FERN 
DAMERON, 44 
“When they built me 
my Habitat home. I 
only have a couple 
more years, and it’s 
paid for.” 

JAMES
BUTLER, 34
“My kid’s mother gave 
me my daughter.” 

LYDIA BECK, 24
“Continually, my 
mom still sends me 
packages even though 
I am 24.” 

LAVONNE 
PATTERSON, 81 
“My grandson talked 
me into adopting a 
Second Chance dog. 
It turned out to be a 
really good companion 
for me.” 

RANDY 
BEEMAN, 52
“The value my 
grandma taught me 
— to get respect, you 
have to give respect.” 
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A Columbia activist 
weighs in on how the 
blight decree could 
affect neighborhoods

Keep the Columbia blight decree discussion going with activist 
Mark Flakne, and learn about KCF’s goals.

MARK FLAKNE

Mark Flakne, member of CIVIC and president of KCF, wants to involve the community in a 
discussion about Columbia’s blighted areas. Photograph by COLLEEN ARCHIBALD


