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Support your local library
To the editor: 
As National Library week approach-

es, I would like to extend my sincere
gratitude to the community for its
unwavering support of our public
library. Your commitment to literacy
and lifelong learning makes Wauke-
sha a better place to live and learn. 

The Waukesha Public Library made
a significant impact on our communi-
ty in 2024. Let me share some impres-
sive numbers with you: 

Our extensive collection is very
popular. Last year, 1,021,878 items
were checked out. This includes
books, DVDs, downloadable items,
Explore Passes, games, and much
more.

The Library is a busy place.
More than 306,000 visitors walked
through our doors last year to utilize
our varied resources and meeting
spaces. 

People gather here. In 2024, we
welcomed 59,056 people to our events
— from author visits and story times
to Memory Cafés and maker sessions. 

Waukesha trusts us. Our dedicat-
ed staff answered 72,683 questions for
Waukesha residents last year. 

I invite everyone to visit and experi-
ence all that Waukesha Public
Library has to offer. Take advantage

of our new Lucky Day Collection for
instant access to items that have long
waiting lists; explore the Seed Library
and plant something new in your gar-
den; and don’t forget that the Summer
Library Program starts June 1. All
ages can participate, so stop in and
sign up! 

Finally, I encourage everyone to sup-
port their own local library — not just
during National Library Week but all
year long. Visit your local branch, get
a library card, and advocate for the
funding and resources that keep these
essential institutions thriving. 

Bruce Gay 
Director

Waukesha Public Library

We deserve better 
than Ron Johnson

To the editor:
The recent dangerous, careless

actions of several security and
Department of Defense heads by
using a commercial app, Signal, repre-
sents a huge national security breach
and Ron Johnson remained quiet.
Why?

Does he not care that our service
men and women were at great risk?
Does he support the grossly incompe-

tent people who did this? Does he feel
it's a good idea to be so careless with
our nation’s security?

And what about Trump’s illegal
actions of ignoring constitutional
rights of free speech, eliminating
employees and departments estab-
lished by Congress, and not taking
immediate disciplinary action against
the Signal “leakers”?

Does Ron Johnson also think it's a
good idea to ignore Trump’s actions
against judges who presided over
cases against him or against his or
others illegal actions? Does he sup-
port Trump going after lawyers who
carried out their jobs and prosecuted
Trump supporters for their illegal
actions?

Finally, does Ron Johnson support a
dictator/tyrant replacing our democ-
racy of, by, and for the people? How
does Ron Johnson feel about our Con-
stitution and the rule of law which
Trump seemingly violates at will?

Wisconsinites, we deserve a senator
who represents us and our best inter-
ests, not those of a wannabe dictator.
We deserve an elected official who
calls out the dangerous actions of the
“Signal leakers” and the allegedly ille-
gal actions of the president.

Bob Kinosian
Wauwatosa
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By Emma Shakeshaft

Wisconsin’s municipal courts can have a signifi-
cant and devastating impact on the lives of people
who can’t afford to pay a citation due to poverty.
Without critical legal protections, unpaid municipal

citations can lead to warrants,
arrests and incarceration.

There is no right to counsel in
Wisconsin’s municipal courts,
meaning people unable to afford
an attorney face court alone, com-
pounding the cycle of poverty and
punishment. These courts risk
operating in ways that undermine
constitutional standards and dis-
proportionately harm vulnerable
communities, hence there is a
heightened need for transparency
and accountability.

Public access to accurate court
records and data is essential to upholding constitu-
tional and statutory requirements. In December, a
Milwaukee County Circuit Court judge ordered the
Milwaukee Municipal Court and its judges to comply
with statutory requirements mandating electronic

recordings of all hearings on
motions to reopen because of a
defendant’s inability to pay a
judgment due to poverty. Judge
David Borowski found that the
court and its judges “have vio-
lated and very likely will con-

tinue to act in violation of their plain duties” to
record these hearings.

These hearings can determine whether an indi-
vidual faces severe sanctions, including arrest war-
rants, writs of commitment, or driver’s license sus-
pensions. They also establish whether a judge is
required to abide by certain poverty protections, like
community service in lieu of payment for a defen-
dant who faces incarceration due to poverty.

The ACLU of Wisconsin, for which I work, released
a report last fall that underscores both the scope and
the severe consequences of municipal court prac-
tices. The data used in this report was gathered from
open records requests sent to each of Wisconsin’s
219 municipal courts and 73 county jails.

Each court and jail operates inde-
pendently, with differing policies,
procedures, and levels of trans-
parency. Many courts and jails
either failed to respond to our open
records requests or provided
incomplete data. Some jails
claimed they could not separate
out municipal warrants or commit-
ments, while others demanded
exorbitant fees to locate records.

Municipal courts face minimal
oversight and reporting require-
ments. They are encouraged, but
not required, to submit an annual

voluntary questionnaire.
The only statewide municipal court data published

consists of the total number of cases by state, county
and year, but these statistics are self-reported, unau-
thenticated, and often incomplete. The result is an
unreliable, outdated, and incomplete dataset that
fails to provide the transparency necessary for
meaningful review.

We can’t rely only on open records as the primary
tool for oversight. Governments must implement sys-
tems for collecting, vetting and reporting court data.
Basic information, such as the number of warrants
and commitments issued annually, how many people
are jailed for failure to pay, and for how long, should
be readily available. If a court or jail cannot provide
this information, it should not have the ability to
impose or enforce these sanctions.

Transparency is not an abstract ideal; it is a safe-
guard against unconstitutional practices and a tool
for ensuring justice. When courts operate without
transparency, individuals, especially those who are
economically disadvantaged, are at a heightened risk
of having their rights violated.

Courts and carceral institutions must have stan-
dardized, reliable systems for recording, analyzing,
and reporting data. Wisconsin’s municipal courts
must be held to higher standards of transparency,
and the state must implement policies that ensure
courts are accountable to the communities they
serve.

Without meaningful change, without appropriate
oversight, many municipal courts will continue to
punish poverty, making it difficult to ensure that
community members receive the constitutional and
statutory protections they are entitled to.

(Your Right to Know is a monthly column distribut-
ed by the Wisconsin Freedom of Information Council
(wisfoic.org), a group dedicated to open government.
Emma Shakeshaft is a senior staff attorney and
researcher for the ACLU of Wisconsin Foundation.) 

We can’t rely
only on 

open records
as the primary

tool for 
oversight.

By Linda Tropp
The Fulcrum

(TNS)

Americans are exhausted — by our
divisions, our politics, and a media
landscape that thrives on tearing us
apart. When asked to envision our
ideal future, Americans say they
want to connect and be united. But
how do we get there?

Perhaps, I’m simply invoking my
Midwestern roots here, but I believe
most Americans not only want to
know their neighbors but to be good
neighbors.

I was born and raised in Gary, Indi-
ana, a city of stark contrasts at the
crossroads of America. From the
house where I grew up, roads in one
direction led to endless cornfields
and predominantly white farming
communities, and roads in the other
direction led to abandoned steel mills
and predominantly black neighbor-
hoods.

By virtue of where I was raised, I
grew accustomed to meeting people
from many walks of life. But today,
we have fewer opportunities to
engage with others whose races, reli-
gions, classes, and politics differ from
our own. In part, this is because so
much of our daily lives takes place in
a virtual world — we bank online,
order groceries from our phones, and
spend less time in public spaces. And,
if we’re honest, we might see ways in
which we separate ourselves from
others who are different from us —
by choosing to live in communities
that are largely segregated across
economic, political, and racial
grounds, and by retreating into digi-
tal echo chambers that reinforce our
existing beliefs. Meaningful interac-
tions across lines of difference have
become less common, and this may
lead us to feel lonelier than ever and
less welcome when we’re around peo-
ple with backgrounds that differ from
our own.

As a social scientist who has stud-

ied Americans’ desire to connect for
decades, I can’t help but find myself
wondering: Is this really how we want
to live?

At the end of the day, all human
beings share some basic psychologi-
cal needs. Key among them is psycho-
logical safety — to live and thrive in
places where we feel at home and like
we belong, where we feel like we can
trust others in our local communi-
ties, like our experiences are repre-
sented, and our voices heard.

New findings from More in Com-
mon echo this basic human desire,
showing that most Americans want
to engage with others across racial,
religious, political, and socioeconom-
ic lines. But despite this interest in
connection, many don’t feel they have
sufficient opportunities to do so, or
they fear rejection if they try.

In order to close this connection
gap, we need to stop thinking about
bridging our divides as a political
issue and start thinking about it as a
human one.

This isn’t about advancing a parti-
san agenda — it’s about equipping
everyday Americans with the confi-
dence and capacity to live, work, and
thrive together in diverse communi-
ties. Despite our worst fears, our
interactions with people across lines
of difference are often more positive
than we anticipate. The more we
engage with people who see things
differently from us, the more we wish
to do so again in the future, creating
“cascades” of connection over time.
Additionally, the more we see others
in our communities valuing connec-
tion across differences, the more we
become interested in doing so as well.

It’s time to reinvest in our social
infrastructure. We can no longer
afford to retreat into our segregated
spaces because that’s where fear and
mistrust of difference grow. As
Yascha Mounk explains in “The
Great Experiment,” diverse democra-
cies have long struggled to contend
with difference effectively — but they

can only endure by investing in the
social infrastructure that makes con-
nections across differences possible.

We invest in the physical infras-
tructure of our communities without
hesitation. When roads and bridges
crumble, we rebuild them. After
harsh winters, we fill potholes.
There’s no debate—it’s just what
needs to be done.

It’s time we apply that same mind-
set to our social infrastructure. Just
as we repair the roads that connect
our neighborhoods and communities,
we need to invest in civic spaces, pub-
lic institutions, and local initiatives
that help people connect across dif-
ferences. This means funding public
libraries and parks, organizing com-
munity events, supporting local jour-
nalism, and intentionally creating
spaces where neighbors can engage
with one another — and not only
with those who look and think like
them.

Our country may feel more divided
than ever before, but as Americans,
we are more aligned in our core val-
ues than we commonly think. Ulti-
mately, bridging divides isn’t about
ignoring our differences or forcing
consensus. It’s about building trust in
the idea that our communities can be
stronger when we actively engage
with one another and find ways to
live together rather than withdraw. It
may not always be easy — but like
working out at the gym or learning a
new language, we can become more
skilled in connecting across differ-
ences with greater practice. And
given the alternatives that lay before
us, it seems well worth the effort.

(Linda Tropp is a Professor of
Social Psychology and Faculty Associ-
ate in Public Policy at the University
of Massachusetts Amherst and a con-
tributor to a new report from More In
Common, “The Connection Opportuni-
ty: Insights for Bringing Americans
Together Across Difference.”) 
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“If you can’t fail, you 
can never get better.”

— Benedict Cumberbatch
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You’re not alone — most Americans do too
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The dome is seen at the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C., on Nov. 5, 2021.

Shakeshaft
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