
A friend of mine Face-
booked  this little 
dart of insight the 
other day: “America 
doesn’t need better 

leaders. It needs better followers.”
A little glib, sure, but dead-

on about where we are as an 
electorate as the front bumper 
of Election Day bears down on 
us — accepting, often rewarding, 
even celebrating candidates and 
fi gureheads who espouse nut  job 
views, reject legitimate exper-
tise, embrace ignorance.

Obviously I’m talking about 
Sarah Palin, who,  New York 
Times columnist Maureen Dowd 
says, “has made ignorance fash-
ionable.”

Obviously I’m talking about 
Sharron Angle, whose comments 
about Second Amendment rem-
edies and government as idolatry 

are only two exhibits on a long 
evidence table of ridiculousness.

Obviously, I’m talking about 
Christine O’Donnell, the Tea 
Party Republican vying for a 
Senate seat in Delaware. She 
uncorked this stunner during 
a recent debate: “Where in the 
Constitution is the separation 
of church and state?” Never 
mind that you could stock a 
law library with the decisions 
and scholarship on this issue — 
the word “separation” doesn’t 
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S C O T T 
D I C K E N S H E E T S

[See Dickensheets, Page 3]

Boulder City, born in the Great Depres-
sion as an encampment for dam con-
struction  workers,  seemed to have made 
a seamless and logical transition to a 
new and very promising economy, leas-
ing large swath s of city-owned land to 

solar energy investors.
It seemed a fi tting destiny:  A town founded on 

the construction of a dam to harness hydro power 
now maturing as a small city sustained by fi elds of 
photoelectric panels collecting the sun’s rays.

Clean-energy revenue would help the city make 

its payroll and help pay for the municipal pool, the 
animal shelter, the youth center, even the city’s pub-
lic TV station.

In his  State of the  City address this year, Mayor 
Roger Tobler declared that solar energy plants had 
the potential “to help pull our city out of debt and 
provide for our future.”

The Sol Bio solar plant would be the fi fth and 
largest of the solar energy facilities coming to Boul-
der City, being erected on  a dry lake bed in  Eldorado 
Valley on the fringe of town. And it would contrib-
ute $2.4 million to the city coffers — covering almost 
10 percent of the city’s  operating budget.

BOULDER CITY BURNED 
BY FAILED SOLAR FIELD 

LEILA NAVIDI / LAS VEGAS SUN

 Boulder City public information officer Rose Ann Miele was working the cameras at a city council meeting Oct. 12 when a vote was taken to eliminate her position. Her last day is Dec. 1.

THE ECONOMY

Reveling in ignorance: 
Fashionable but dangerous

When project investors couldn’t be lined up, city was forced to debate whose jobs were worth keeping

ONLINE
For additional 
coverage about 
the economy and 
how it is effecting 
the valley, visit 

OPPORTUNITY 
LOST
The Sol Bio solar plant 
was expected to contrib-
ute $2.4 million to Boulder 
City’s general fund, easily 
offsetting the drop from 
the faltering tourism and 
development industries, 
which brought the city a 
combined $682,000 in 
2006 but are projected
to net $60,000 in 2011.

REAL-LIFE 
CONSEQUENCES
Among those laid off
as a result of the revenue 
shortage in Boulder City
is the city’s public 
information offi cer. The 
women who run the
youth and arts centers 
have tenuous grips on 
their employment, but 
both fear losing their
jobs, as well.

BY DYLAN SCOTT, Las Vegas Sun

[See Boulder City, Page 3]

Fighting over 
the foreclosure 
paperwork

REAL ESTATE

BY STEVE KANIGHER
Las Vegas Sun

Many times a lender’s rep-
resentative shows up at a home 
foreclosure mediation hearing 
with the wrong documents,  a 
homeowners’ lawyer says. Not 
true,  a banking executive coun-
ters:  The percentage of foreclo-
sures based on fl awed paperwork 
is virtually nil.

The wide gulf between these 
observations shows how hard 
it will be for the Nevada  attor-

ney  general’s offi ce to determine 
whether banks have used faulty 
documents to reclaim homes.

Allegations have surfaced 
nationwide that banks have used 
poorly trained workers to han-
dle foreclosures, haven’t taken 
enough time to read the  paper-
work, haven’t properly notarized 
documents,  have  placed them in 
the wrong fi les and even threw 
them away by mistake.

Nevada Attorney Gen-
eral Catherine Cortez Masto 

[See Foreclosure, Page 2]

NEVADANS
IN DEFAULT
In the year after 
voluntary mediations 
began, offi cials esti-
mated that more than 
62,500 single-family 
residences in Nevada 
received default notices 
from lenders. Of those, 
3,749 avoided foreclo-
sure  through mediation 
and 156 sought judicial 
review.
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 Boulder City public information officer Rose Ann Miele stands outside the BCTV office in Boulder City. She chose to retire rather than take a severe pay cut.

appear in the First Amendment. 
So O’Donnell, a major party’s 
candidate for a full-time job as a 
member of an incredibly select 
lawmaking body, had to ask. 

In a reasonable world, we the 
people would have hooted these 
folks out of the public square. 
Instead, Palin’s making bank 
yowling “Obamacare” to cheer-
ing crowds. O’Donnell, behind 
in the polls, remains a Tea Party 
darling. And Angle, according to 
pollster Nate Silver, has the edge 
in Nevada. Accepted, rewarded, 
celebrated.

I get that people are confused 
and cheesed-off by the gridlock 
of status-quo politics. In a lot of 
cases, that’s not unreasonable.

But there’s a dangerous 
notion at work here, that the 
less tainted you are by actual 
knowledge of how government 
works, or by an accurate grasp 
of history, or by a belief in sci-
ence, the better politician you’ll 
make. Empowered by gut feel-
ings about right and wrong, 
you’ll barge into Congress and 
feed those D.C. slicksters a fresh 
batch of common sense.

It’s an appealing and very 
American trope, of course — the 
elevated everyman, the natural 
talent called out of the crowd to 
win the homecoming game — 
but it buys into a bogus notion 
of authenticity as the opposite 
of expertise. Thus the pervasive 

sense that many Tea Partyers 
and their leaders are smug about 
what they don’t know.

“It’s one thing to distrust 
expertise,” author Charles P. 
Pierce told me last year; he had 
just published “Idiot America: 
How Stupidity Became a Virtue 
in the Land of the Free.” It’s a 
terrifi c book that, among other 
things, reminds us that this kind 
of anti-intellectualism has had a 
long history, and many manifes-
tations, in this country.

“It’s another thing,” he 
continues, “to simply say that 
because someone has spent his 
life dealing with something, he’s 
less to be relied upon than how I 
feel about it.”

Which, of course, is pretty 
much where we are. Yeats nailed 
it, all the way back in 1919, in 
“The Second Coming”: “The 
best lack all conviction, while 
the worst/Are full of passionate 
intensity.”  (They should give him 
a show on CNN.)

This isn’t a brief in favor of 
incumbents. Experience doesn’t 
automatically render you useful. 
Newcomers with new ideas are 
fi ne; hell, they’re essential. But 
it’s also essential that they take 
the idea of governance seriously. 
Government is hard. It’s a hugely 
complex tangle of interlocking 
systems, protocols and pro-
cesses. It needs serious people to 
make it work.

So when Sharron Angle offers 
a broad, categorical applause line 
like, “Government isn’t the solu-
tion, government is the prob-
lem,” she’s really describing a 
dead-end philosophy that won’t 
actually help anyone.

And yet: accepted, rewarded, 
celebrated.

My Facebook friend realizes, 
of course, that we do need bet-
ter leaders, but that the ball is in 
the people’s court. We have to 
ask ourselves if the best way to 
get things done is by sending in 
people who don’t know how to do 
things.

scott@lasvegassun.com / 
259-8814

DEMONIZING GOVERNMENT WON’T SOLVE WOES
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But today the city is red-faced 
with anger and frustration. Plans 
for the Sol Bio facility have col-
lapsed for want of fi nancing, leav-
ing Boulder City the victim of a 
cruel betrayal.

And the toll is measured not 
just in the reduction or loss of 
 services, but the layoffs of city 
employees who were nothing 
short of family, warm souls in a 
city that prided itself  on its inti-
macy and connection with the 
townspeople.

“My frustration is we’re deal-
ing with individuals’ livelihoods,” 
 Councilman Cam Walker said.

Rose Ann Miele, the city’s 
public information offi cer, was 
beside herself with anxiety while 
waiting for the City Council to 
decide who would need to be laid 
off. “I can’t take it anymore,” she 
said   this month. “I have to be 
here, and I have to do all my jobs,  
not knowing if I’ll have a job next 
week or not.”

The shoe dropped Oct. 12. 
Miele was working the cameras 
at a  city  council meeting when it 
voted to eliminate her job.  Rather 
than take a severe pay cut, she 
chose to retire.  She leaves Dec. 1.

The other two city employ-
ees facing termination  — Debbie 
Barth, who runs the youth center, 
and Robin Kariam, who has run 
the arts center for 13 years — are 
safe for now.

The anxiety was palpable for 
Kariam. “It’s like an empty pit in 
my stomach,” she said. “You feel 
like you’ve never been appreci-
ated.”

This is how budget cuts are 
emotionally processed — as 
changing the lives of real people, 
not just refi guring numbers  on a 

computer spread sheet. 
The numbers are simple: 

For the city’s 2011 general-fund 
budget, revenue from four solar 
project leases, along with pro-
jected income from the Sol  Bio 
facility, accounted for  14 percent, 
$3.8 million,  of the $26.6 million  
spending plan. 

Solar was providing the prom-
ise of future revenue  when tra-
ditional sources have been deci-
mated. For instance: 

• The city expects to make 
$30,000 in hotel room taxes in 
2011 — a mere fraction of the 
$462,000 those taxes generated 
in 2006,  because of plummeting 
tourism.

• The city expects to make 
less than $30,000 on building 
and zoning fees, compared  with 
$220,000 in 2006,  because of the 
drop in development.

So solar revenue — which is 
making more money for the city  
than property taxes and fees for 
various city services — is coming 
just in time. 

Of  the $3.8 million projected 
revenue in solar leases, $2.4 mil-
lion was to come from Sol Bio, 
which planned to build a $2 bil-
lion solar panel power plant on 
2,200 acres. The city and the 
company signed a 40-year lease 
on Dec. 8  with payments starting 
in fi scal year 2011, which  began in 
June.

However, the company went 
into default on those payments as 
soon as the fi rst due date arrived 
in March because it had not 
secured fi nancial backing for the 
project.

Throughout the spring and 
summer, David Irwin,  Sol Bio 
president and CEO, reassured 

City Manager Vicki Mayes  and 
the council via e-mail that he was 
working tirelessly to fi nd inves-
tors.

Irwin, who did not respond 
to Sun requests for an interview, 
told the city Oct. 5 that he has 
hope for two potential investors, 
only to inform the city since then  
the deals had faltered. 

 Mayes,  Tobler and Walker 
 said they knew in December that 
Sol Bio’s plan might fall through. 
With solar projects, nothing is 

certain until the ground has been 
broken, Mayes said. Still, in these 
tough times, they found them-
selves counting on Sol Bio to per-
form.

Sol Bio is a Delaware-regis-
tered  limited liability company, 
and the Boulder City project 
would have been its fi rst. Irwin 
also owns Green Tech Solar, a 
company registered in British 
Columbia, although neither  has 
completed a solar power plant of 
this magnitude, Mayes said. 

Despite Irwin’s assurances, 
 offi cials began to suspect he 
would not succeed. As the city  

scrambled to make up the dif-
ference, the missing payments 
became a gaping hole.

In August, Mayes outlined 
three phases of cuts to fi ll it. The 
fi rst step froze capital spending 
and hiring  beginning Sept. 1 to 
save about $315,000.

At its Oct. 12 meeting, the 
council considered a slew of cuts 
to save  $350,000 or more in the 
second phase. Some possibilities 
included closing the  swimming 
pool, suspending activities at the 
youth center and art center — 
causing Kariam and Barth to lose 
their jobs — and shutting down 
the city’s TV station, laying off 
Miele in the process.

In its fi nal vote, the council 
eliminated Miele’s position, cut 
hours of operation at the swim-
ming pool and reduce d  mainte-
nance  at the city’s two golf cours-
es. For now, the art center and the 
youth center will stay . 

A third phase of cuts is slated 
for November, and Mayes has said 
that more layoffs  might be neces-
sary. She wouldn’t be specifi c. 

 Kariam, who makes $32,000 
annually for working 32 hours 
a week, said recent months have 
been  very stressful.  The center 
has been forced to increase fees 
for classes and turn people away 
who have regularly attended 
because they couldn’t afford it.

Moreover, she said she’s in 
no position to lose her job. With 
mortgage payments, Kariam 
described the fear of being laid off 
as “devastating.”

Barth and Miele have similar 
stories. Barth, who has run the 
cottage that serves as the youth 
center in ABC Park for eight 
years, said after the center began 

charging $20 a year for after-
school programs, attendance 
dropped from about 60 children 
a day to 15.

“You kind of take it person-
ally,” said Barth, who is paid 
$37,000 a year for 32 hours a 
week. “I don’t go home and just 
forget about it.”

Miele, who makes $75,000 
a year, agreed. She has been the 
 city spokeswoman for 10 years, 
and said it was surreal to listen to 
the council and the public debate 
whether it was “worth it” to keep 
her job. “It’s unnerving,” she said.

Before it started cutting jobs, 
the city had  taken some easier 
routes for budget reductions. 
The police department declined 
its annual cost-of-living increase 
twice to help the city; positions 
have been held open, and miscel-
laneous expenditures have been 
cut.

Possibly making matters 
worse, funding from the state to 
local governments is anticipated 
to drop drastically as the Legisla-
ture tries to fi x its  $3 billion defi -
cit.

Boulder City sent Sol Bio a let-
ter of default in October, but it’s 
unlikely that the city will take 
legal action, City Attorney Dave 
Olsen said. Instead, Mayes will 
seek a lease with another com-
pany.

 Offi cials are confi dent that 
solar power still holds promise 
for mending the city’s budget 
holes. So the search for the next 
project continues.

“I just move forward,” Mayes 
said.

dylan.scott@lasvegassun.com 
/ 948-1784

SOLAR WAS EXPECTED TO FILL 
THE GAPS IN CITY’S REVENUE

BOULDER CITY, FROM PAGE 1: 

“You kind of take it 
personally. I don’t 
go home and just 
forget about it.”
Debbie Barth, who runs the 
Boulder City youth center 
and makes $37,000 a year for 
32 hours a week 
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