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OPINION
The First Amendment
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

Michael Kilian, Executive Editor & Mid-Atlantic States Group Editor, USA TODAY Network. We choose our syndicated columnists to present a diverse range of
perspectives each Sunday. 

EDITORIAL BOARD

Although we have since moved to
Virginia, the embryo that could be my
second child is still in Alabama, where
the state Supreme Court has just ruled
7-2 that frozen embryos are considered
children under the law and that their de-
struction could amount to wrongful
death. 

We have been unsure about when or
how we wanted to grow our family
again, but this astounding court deci-
sion may have drastically limited our
options moving forward. By conferring
personhood status on our last frozen
embryo, these seven judges have made
us wonder if we can be charged with
murder if we try to implant it but the
pregnancy does not succeed. 

We are not alone – this ruling has de-
livered a gut punch to the 1 in 6 adults
globally struggling with infertility. 

Alabama court could block others
from building families with IVF

We did not choose IVF on a whim. In
fact, I agonized over the decision be-
cause I feel called so strongly to the mis-
sions of foster parenting and adoption.
What you find out when you cannot
conceive “normally” is that there are no
good options. My husband’s deploy-
ment schedule made fostering require-
ments nearly impossible for us. Adop-
tion could have cost twice as much with
no guarantee of success, either. 

Ultimately, what I wanted most was
for my father to meet his grandchild be-
fore he died of colon cancer. Three years
of surgeries and other treatments made
clear that IVF was our most promising 

My last frozen embryo is in Ala. Is IVF still option?

Your Turn
Brittany Stuart

Guest columnist

Each night when I tuck my nearly 5-
year-old girl into bed, I tell her she is
pure magic. 

Her sweet nature, her big feelings,
her brilliant problem-solving skills and
her impeccable timing were no acci-
dent. She was fearfully and wonderfully
made in Alabama using in vitro fertiliza-
tion. Due to my husband’s military ser-
vice, forcing us to live separately
throughout our prime fertility years, we
became one of the countless couples in
our social groups who struggled to con-
ceive. 

Brittany Stuart with her daughter, now
age 4. PROVIDED BY ELISE WELKERSee STUART, Page 10B

Let’s take a journey back in time to
look at two of the vibrant Black enclaves
scattered across the country in the early
to mid-20th century, one on the East
Coast and the other in the Midwest.
Each of them thrived until the birth of
the interstate highway system.

Rondo, in Minnesota, was home to
nearly 80% of St. Paul’s Black popula-
tion, making it one of the largest Black
communities in the Midwest. Residents
produced Black newspapers, worked as
educators and doctors, and ran barber
shops, restaurants and grocery stores.
Businesses prospered; neighborhood
streets bustled with activity. 

In the 1950s, the Rondo community
was devastated by the construction of
Interstate 94, resulting in the destruc-
tion of 700 homes and 300 businesses
and decimating the social, cultural, eco-
nomic and spiritual fabric of a once-
thriving Black neighborhood. 

Around the same time in West Balti-
more, a vibrant Black community was
torn apart to construct the U.S. 40/
Franklin-Mulberry Expressway. The
purpose of this highway? To connect
white suburbs to downtown Baltimore. 

For those who lived there, the neigh-
borhood was idyllic. But the govern-
ment labeled it a ghetto and razed nearly
a thousand predominantly middle-
class Black homes and 62 businesses to
make way for the expressway.

After most of the highway project
was canceled, residents were left with
the 1.39-mile stretch now referred to as
the “Highway to Nowhere.” It stands as a
monument to the destruction of a com-
munity and the strong ties residents
had to support one another.

Highways were routed 
through Black and 
low-income neighborhoods

St. Paul and Baltimore represent just
a fraction of the estimated 1 million peo-
ple and businesses displaced by the
buildout of the interstate highway sys-
tem, casualties of a racist policy that
promoted new highways along routes
with low land costs and weak political
resistance. 

In other words, the highways were
built predominantly through low-in-
come and Black neighborhoods. 

Our communities have never been
the same. Families lost generational
wealth as homes were destroyed, lost
value or were taken away through fore-
closure. Many people left close-knit,
life-sustaining communities never to

return. The effect on local families,
economies and cultures, not to mention
air quality, was devastating. 

More than 50 years later, we are
working to stitch our communities back
together. 

Baltimore and Rondo each have re-
ceived a $2 million grant from the first-
ever national program created to recon-
nect communities divided by highways. 

Biden’s infrastructure bill is
helping neighborhoods reconnect

In late 2021, Congress passed Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s bipartisan infrastruc-
ture bill, including $1 billion to recon-
nect divided neighborhoods. Nine
months later, Biden signed into law the
Inflation Reduction Act, providing an
additional $3.2 billion to remove old
transportation infrastructure that cut
off neighborhoods from business dis-
tricts and living wage jobs, with at least
$1.3 billion set aside for economically
disadvantaged communities. 

Together, these programs form the
Reconnecting Communities and Neigh-
borhoods program. 

Ours were among the first of 45 com-
munities to receive grants, out of 435
communities in nearly every state that
applied, illustrating the wide-reaching
destructive effects of federal highway
policy. 

ReConnect Rondo, an organization
founded in 2017, is coordinating a com-
munity-led project to create a revital-
ized African American cultural enter-
prise district connected by a communi-
ty land bridge. 

West Baltimore residents are still in
the beginning stages of planning, hav-
ing met for the first time last month with
city transportation officials. 

The program is just one initiative
among many funded by the legislation.
Together, the laws invested a historic
$126 billion in more than 28 federal pro-
grams that aim to help low-income and 

UNDOING DIVIDES 
Racism drove highway through our neighborhoods. We’re fighting back.

Your Turn
Keith Baker and Glenn Isaac Smith

Guest columnists

See DIVIDES, Page 8B

ReConnect Rondo, an
organization founded in
2017, is coordinating a
community-led project
to create a revitalized
African American
cultural enterprise
district connected by a
community land bridge. 
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Zero percent. 
That’s what you get when you round

3 out of 1,693 students to the nearest
whole-number percentage.

And that is how many eighth-grade
students in the Rochester City School
District received a passing score of “4”
on the 2022-23 New York State math ex-
am. The number seems unimaginable,
and yet pitiful results have been the
norm across most grade levels in both
math and English Language Arts for
more than 20 years. 

Despite this unbelievable fact, local
educational leaders at all levels have
looked the other way, leaving hundreds
of thousands of Rochester City School
students and their families trapped in a
system that is built to feed itself. The
status quo remains unbreakable, and
those who control it remain unrivaled. 

Local community fingers have been
pointed at those at the state and nation-
al level while neglecting the human and

economic catastrophe in their own back
yard. Everyone knows this to be true
and yet no one is really calling for the

dismantling of the Rochester City
School District. 

I am not suggesting the system be re-

placed. What I am arguing is that out-
comes will never improve using the
same failing, top-down, trivial methods
used since Superintendent Peter
McWalters left. It is truly insane that
nothing dramatic has changed within
the district since the 20th century.

It will take more than school recon-
figuration and a few million dollars here
and there to improve results. A dozen
more social workers and better-quality
snacks won’t move the needle either. 

Improving the Rochester City School
District will require a shift in decision-
making power. The quality of ideas and
influence for change can’t be deter-
mined by the number of certifications
someone has. It is not status that ulti-
mately determines success. It is owner-
ship. 

No one is more invested in the
schools than the students, families and
teachers who are in them every day.
Change must begin and end with them. 

As one of them, I will guarantee you
we can do better than zero percent.

John Bliss is a Rochester City School
District teacher.

Persistent low math scores point to need for RCSD change
Your Turn
John Bliss
Guest columnist
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I received a letter in the mail recently
that the value of homes in the 19th Ward
area was being reassessed.

In many cases, the dates on the last
value assessment are less than a year
old, and those numbers were doubled
(at least) in just that one year. You might
be wondering why. As a person who
worked in Information Technology, we
were taught two basic concepts: “Follow
the Money” and “Look at the Numbers.”

So let’s see those numbers.
In the last year, 20 houses I could find

within three blocks of mine were newly
owned by LLCs -- Limited Liability Cor-
porations. In most cases, these houses

were merely traded between those LLCs
for the last 5-10 years, each time for a
profit despite the condition of the
homes. Some of these properties now
have a price in the quarter-million dollar
range and up, while the houses owned
by nearby neighbors often don’t break a
value of $100,000. The city appears to
be averaging those values to around
$150,000. But, when you look at profes-
sional property agencies, their assess-
ment is substantially lower, often not
breaking $100,000.

Now, this could just be someone in
the assessment department who has no
idea how property works. Or someone
lazy who just directed workers to aver-
age the city values. I’ll leave the “why” of
this to real journalists. But even if this
sudden jump in property value could be

an honest mistake, let’s take a look at
the impact for a moment.

I know the people in my neighbor-
hood. The phrase “not wealthy” leaves a
whole lot out. Many are people of color,
college students and others who are just
trying to have some measure of stability.
A significant number of these homes are
owned by families who might never
have another chance to own a property. 

The real driver of value increases are
the LLC groups -- often paying half
again to double the city’s newly as-
sessed rates for homes in low condition
and barely worth one quarter of their
listed value. Whether or not this was the
intent, this averaging has made it easier
to drive out families through taxes and
reduce the tax debt owed by people who
might be over-valuing their properties

and drive up the prevalence of high-cost
rental properties near the University of
Rochester.

You can imagine, I presume, how one
might not wonder if this is just thinly
veiled redlining.

If I were you, I would press the city for
the real foundation of these changes.
Because this could all just be an honest
mistake. But it still needs to be discuss-
ed, and fixed. This needs to not be an-
other “oops we’ll fix it next time” event
because it could result in the displace-
ment of hundreds of people. We are no
less harmed by mistakes than we are by
willful actions, and right now this could
be either.

Joseph Chakalis is a former analyst
and engineer in information technology
security.

Redlining and the 19th Ward: Is it a story of excuses?
Your Turn
Joseph Chakalis
Guest columnist

Black communities, and other commu-
nities of color, reclaim their economic
and cultural vibrancy, lower household
energy bills and reduce the dispropor-
tionate amounts of pollution and cli-
mate risk they bear. 

As the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.

said, the long arc of history seems to be
bending toward justice. But as we also
know, in Dr. King’s words, “Human pro-
gress never rolls in on the wheels of in-
evitability; it comes through the tireless
efforts of men.” 

And that work is far from over. 
After years of being let down by gov-

ernment promises, our communities
are weary of projects that never came to
fruition. 

This time, though, we have hope that

our communities will see progress. 
City, state and federal agencies must

work with residents to maximize the po-
tential for these investments, and the
administration’s Justice40 Initiative,
guaranteeing that 40% of the overall
benefits of federal climate, clean energy,
pollution cleanup and other invest-
ments flow to disadvantaged communi-
ties, should be codified into law. 

Problems centuries in the making
cannot be overcome in a few years or

even decades. 
But we are certain that through genu-

ine intentions and tireless efforts we
can – and must – make Dr. King’s vision
for a beloved community a reality. 

Keith Baker is the executive director
of ReConnect Rondo. Glenn Isaac Smith
is a lay minister and community advo-
cate who serves as the vice president of
the Baltimore Transit Equity Coalition
and co-chair of the Get Maryland Mov-
ing Coalition.

An estimated 1 million people and businesses were displaced by the buildout of the nation’s interstate highway system. DORAL CHENOWETH/COLUMBUS DISPATCH 
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