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In conjunction with National FFA
Week, the national Future Farmers of
America will host its 10th annual, 24-
hour campaign to raise awareness and

support for the organization on Thurs-
day, Feb. 20.

FFA is a youth leadership organiza-
tion that helps young people develop
their potential for leadership, personal
growth, and career success through ag-
riculture education.

To make a gift to the New York FFA
on Feb. 20, visit https://giveffa-
day.ffa.org/campaigns/new-york-ffa.
Checks can be mailed to the NY FFA
Foundation, 9340 Long Pond Road,
Croghan, NY 13327. 

FFA plans major fundraising event for next week
Canandaigua Daily Messenger

USA TODAY NETWORK

Ithaca city schools are being investi-
gated by the Trump administration’s De-
partment of Education, based on a com-
plaint filed in August by a group founded
by Cornell University law professor Wil-
liam A. Jacobson.

The investigation be-
gan on Jan 27 — one week
into President Donald
Trump’s second term —
according to a DOE letter
to the nonprofit Equal
Protection Project, found-
ed by Jacobson.

The organization alleged the Ithaca
City School District’s yearly Students of
Color United (SOCU) Summits — held
since 2021 — segregated students in a
way that violates the Supreme Court’s
1964 rejection of racial segregation in
public schools.

The department of Education’s Office
for Civil Rights will investigate whether
the district subjected students to differ-
ent treatment on the bases of race and
color by sponsoring the summits which
allegedly excluded white students, and
the regulations that implemented the
summits.

The department’s confirmation of the
investigation does not confirm that the
district violated the Civil Rights Act or
the Fourteenth Amendment.

Sean Eversley Bradwell, president of
ICSD’s Board of Education, wrote in a
statement to the Ithaca Times that the
district welcomes the investigation.

“I don’t know what interested (the De-
partment of Education) but I will say we
let laid out a very detailed evidence-
based case in our civil rights complaint
with screenshots links and quotes set-
ting forth that this was a district-wide
policy,” he said in a recent interview with
The Ithaca Journal.

Jacobson claimed the alleged segrega-
tion was not abnormal and that dozens of
teachers and administrators were in-
volved in it, all the way up to the superin-
tendent’s office and board of education.

“This was not as the district has tried
to portray it as — a miscommunication or
a mere one-off student event,” he said.
“This was Ithaca City School District pol-
icy at every level to discriminate against
white students for this event, to the ex-
tent that students of color were released
from class and white students had to stay
behind.”

Who is Jacobson and what is 
the Equal Protection Project?

Jacobson is a clinical professor of law
and director of the Securities Law Clinic
at Cornell Law School. Before joining the
Cornell law faculty in 2007, he had a law
firm in Providence, Rhode Island, con-
centrating in investment, employment,
and business disputes in the securities
industry.

Jacobson launched the Equal Protec-
tion Project in 2023, according to the Cor-
nell Review, and it’s been devoted to
about a dozen cases involving alleged
segregation or equal rights infringe-
ments with school districts since.

He also founded the website legalin-
surrection.com, a conservative-leaning
blog where he published an article on the
Equal Protection Project’s concerns re-
garding Superintendent Brown’s com-

ments on the alleged segregation,
among other content supporting former
president Donald Trump in his bid for
reelection this year and denouncing
“Anti-Israel” campus protesters.

The professor is no stranger to
speaking on American politics in the
media: he’s been featured on Fox news
several times in recent years.

Events leading up 
to the investigation

Jacobson sent the district school
board a letter demanding changes to the
event days before the 2024 summit in
May. The district issued a statement in
response to the demands, claiming SO-
CU summits are open to all secondary
students, labeling any prior use of ex-
clusionary language as miscommuni-
cation.

“What’s shocking to us as the Equal
Protection Project is not just that the
conduct took place, but that the district
is completely unapologetic about it,” Ja-
cobson said. “They have never apolo-
gized for this; they have tried to write it
off as a miscommunication.”

The SOCU Summit, traditionally an
event for students of color in grades 6-12
within the school district, has faced
criticism for its alleged exclusivity in
the past.

The Equal Protection Project deliv-
ered a letter to ICSD Superintendent Dr.
Luvelle Brown and Board of Education
President Bradwell, claiming the sum-
mits from 2021 to 2023 were racially ex-
clusionary.

Brown and district communications
did not respond to a request for com-
ment on this story.

Brown defended what he referred to
as “affinity groups” in May.

Feds investigate Ithaca schools’
students of color summit events
Cornell law prof alleges
events segregate students

Jacob Mack
Ithaca Journal

USA TODAY NETWORK

Jacobson

evaluations, site survey and the
preparation of mapping, site logis-
tics, geothermal systems calcula-
tions, stakeholder workshops, and
code review were performed.

According to Barz, a new design
effort is being prepared and the work
tasks for the original design were
salvaged. The County Legislature
voted Tuesday night to approve a
$6.7 million contract with Cambrid-
geSeven, the new design consultant
for the Seneca Park zoo tropics ex-
hibit and entry plaza project.

But Barnhart questioned the
county on what happened to the
original designs and learned that the
designs were too grandiose to build
within the project’s budget of $121
million, which resulted in the county
scrapping the design.

According to Barnhart, the Coun-
ty Legislature was unable to provide
any oversight until it was too late be-
cause it was never informed about
the new design plans. The amend-
ment that Barnhart was proposing
would not allow the county execu-
tive to add amendments that total
10% above the amount authorized by
the legislature.

Moving forward, Barnhart says
the administration should be re-
quired to return to the County Legis-
lature for any amendments exceed-
ing a certain threshold.

“The legislature had no idea the
county lost $6 million on the original
design until a new design firm was
chosen. All of this spending, and all
of these decisions happened in the
dark,” said Barnhart. “By having to
come back to the legislature for sig-
nificant spending additions, we can
provide oversight and the public can
stay informed on this important pro-
ject.”

Kerria Weaver works as the Gov-
ernment and You reporter for the
Democrat and Chronicle, with a fo-
cus on how government actions af-
fect communities and neighbor-
hoods in Rochester and in Monroe
County. She wants local journalism
about government to be driven by
regular people. What are you happy
with or upset about local govern-
ment? Is there an overlooked issue in
your neighborhood? Get in touch at
kweaver@gannett.com.
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Meanwhile, the Senate moved for-
ward this week on its own plan to send
$150 billion on national defense and
$175 billion on border security after
Trump’s border czar Tom Homan and
budget director Russell Vought asked
them during lunch on Tuesday to ur-
gently fund Trump’s immigration poli-
cies.

Homan and Vought met with Senate
Republicans on Tuesday. They were
“begging” senators for money to support
Trump’s border plans, Sen. Lindsey
Graham, R-S.C., told reporters.

Both the House and the Senate will
eventually have to agree on the same
plan to pass Trump’s agenda.

A gantlet in the House

After the 2024 elections, Republi-
cans have total control of Washington.
But lawmakers know they may not have
long to deliver. Regardless of which par-
ty holds power, a trifecta usually lasts
only two years into a president’s term.

In the House, Republicans’ five-per-
son majority is already one of the small-
est margins of power in modern history. 

But the reality is even tighter. House
Republicans already have two vacan-
cies, created by the departures of former
Rep. Matt Gaetz, R-Fla., who resigned at
the end of last year, and former Rep.
Mike Waltz, R-Fla., who joined the
Trump administration as national secu-
rity adviser. Rep. Elise Stefanik, R-N.Y.,
will also soon resign if she is confirmed
as ambassador to the United Nations.

That would leave a 217-215 majority
for a few months, meaning House Re-
publicans can’t lose a single vote and
still pass bills, giving each GOP member
immense leverage to make demands.

In the Senate, Republicans control
the chamber 53-47 – a comfortable mar-
gin for simple-majority votes to approve
Cabinet nominees, but not enough to
clear the 60-vote threshold needed to
get around the filibuster for most legis-
lation.

To avoid that, Republicans will use a
process called “reconciliation,” which

allows lawmakers to bypass the filibus-
ter, which would otherwise require
compromise with Democrats. Former
President Joe Biden also used the strat-
egy when passing his agenda through
the Inflation Reduction Act and the
American Rescue Plan. Reconciliation
bills can include only measures related
to spending.

A plan to entice conservatives

Members of the House Freedom Cau-
cus, the ultraconservative wing of the
conference, had been pushing leader-
ship to propose deeper cuts to offset the
immense cost of Trump’s proposed tax
cuts. 

What House Speaker Mike Johnson,
R-La.; Budget Committee Chairman Jo-
dey Arrington, R-Texas; and other lead-
ers proposed would implement
$4.5 trillion in tax cuts, along with
$100 billion in money for the military. It
would also include $90 billion for the

Homeland Security Committee to allo-
cate and $110 billion for the Judiciary
Committee to spend, both of which
would go toward Trump’s border securi-
ty priorities.

It also directs multiple committees to
cut billions of dollars, including
$880 billion in cuts spearheaded by the
Energy and Commerce Committee. Be-
cause Trump has ruled out cuts to Medi-
care and Social Security, that likely
means deep cuts to Medicaid, which
provides health coverage to 72 million
low-income people. Still, Johnson said
Tuesday that Medicaid is not “on the
chopping block.”

The plan also directs the Agriculture
Committee to find $230 billion in sav-
ings, which would likely mean paring
back food assistance programs like the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program. These changes may under-
mine support from moderate Republi-
cans.

But the plan also includes a bonus to

get conservatives to support the pro-
posal: It sets a goal of $2 trillion in
spending cuts and a minimum of
$1.5 trillion. And if Republicans can’t
reach the goal of $2 trillion, they have to
pare back their tax cuts by $500 billion,
reducing the overall cost of the package,
which has been a concern for fiscal con-
servatives.

Conservatives not convinced

The plan was immediately met with
skepticism from the House’s most con-
servative members, who demanded fur-
ther cuts in order to garner their
support.

“I’m really disappointed,” House
Freedom Caucus member Rep. Eric Bur-
lison, R-Mo., told USA TODAY. He said
he’s urging Arrington to require
$2.5 trillion in cuts, which he said would
be the minimum needed “just to accom-
modate for the growth in interest pay-
ments” on the national debt.

Rep. Ralph Norman, R-S.C., a conser-
vative hard-liner who sits on the Budget
Committee that was to have the first
crack at considering the proposal on
Thursday, said he wants the minimum
cuts bumped up to $2 trillion, rather
than keeping it simply as a goal.

In order to meet that level of savings,
conservatives want to add limits on fed-
eral Medicaid support for states and im-
plement work requirements for the pro-
gram. They have also proposed expand-
ing work requirements for SNAP and re-
voking tax credits implemented under
Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act.

Trump wants the tax proposal to
eliminate taxes on tips, as he repeatedly
called for on the campaign trail, as well
as on Social Security benefits and over-
time pay. He also wants to extend the
tax changes implemented during his
first term, adjust certain tax deductions
that mostly affect residents in higher-
tax states like New York and California,
and close the “carried interest loophole,”
which allows investment managers to
lower their taxable income.

Norman noted Trump doesn’t want
those proposals “watered down” to save
money. So “the only way you’re going to
cure our problem is cuts,” he said. “Ev-
erybody’s got an interest in one way or
another, and we’ve got to settle that.”
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President Donald Trump shakes hands with House Speaker Mike Johnson, R-La.,
and Senate Majority Leader John Thune, R-S.D, on Feb. 6. Congressional
Republicans are working to squeeze Trump’s priorities through one of the
narrowest congressional majorities in modern history.
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