
Trump, Assad and
U.S. use of force

President Donald Trump’s
decision to hit a Syrian mili-
tary airfield was more of a
ploy to strengthen his image
at home and abroad than a re-
flection of any well-consid-
ered foreign policy [“U.S.
fires dozens of missiles into
Syria,” News, April 7].

He has succeeded in de-
flecting attention from his
well-documented connec-
tions with Russia, while pro-
jecting an air of humanitari-
anism and strength.

Yet for years, he champi-
oned a policy that we should
work with Russia in Syria,
against the Islamic State,
rather than against Russian-
backed Syrian President
Bashar Assad. At the very
least, Trump has no credibil-
ity. This is not flexibility or
adaptability on Trump’s part;
it’s spinelessness.

Syria and Assad are weak

targets, both from a military
and public relations perspec-
tive, for whom few would
raise a voice in their defense.
But saber rattlers out there
should also be aware that for
all his heinous crimes, Assad
is a secular dictator who has
protected the Christian com-
munity. Some of the alterna-
tives to Assad are equally
heinous.

Harry Katz,
Southold

]
I often wonder about a

world where we accept as
justifiable certain ways of
killing people and reject
other ways.

President Donald Trump
said that Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s use of chemi-
cal weapons was a “horrible,
horrible thing” and crossed
“many, many lines beyond a
red line.” It certainlywashorri-
ble.

However, so is the killing
of more than 100 people,

many of them children, in an
air strike in West Mosul,
Iraq, in March [“U.S. forces
behind deadly Mosul attack,”
News, March 26]. There’s a
fair chance that the U.S.-led
coalition was responsible.

It was called an uninten-
tional accident of war. I’m
sure that the families who
lost their loved ones weren’t
comforted by that statement.

Jules Jacobs,
East Islip

Memorial seems
too commercial

I was very pleased with
the renovations to the Nas-
sau Coliseum. I hope it will
again become a popular
venue and that our New
York Islanders will return to
their rightful home.

I’m disappointed, how-
ever, with the memorial
flame and fountain plaque
[“Fitting tribute to vets,”
News, April 9]. It seems like

an advertisement for National
Grid. The memorial should put
veterans first, not National
Grid!

I’m grateful to National Grid
for its donation, but put the em-
phasis on the veterans.

Robert Walles,
Oyster Bay

Multicoloredbuilding
disrespectshistory

I believe that Dominick
Mavellia, owner of the corner
property at Route 25A and Park
Avenue, has chosen to disre-
spect Huntington’s Old Town
Green Historic District by

painting the building at the
Platt’s Tavern site hideous red,
blue, yellow and lime green
[“Pantry at historic site,” News,
April 7].

The article states that Mavel-
lia’s proposed urgent care build-
ing was derailed because of resi-
dents’ complaints that it did
not fit the character of the his-
toric district. Mavellia doesn’t
seem to have learned anything
about owning property in a his-
toric district. He continues to
disregard the preservation ef-
forts.

Cynthia Scudieri,
Huntington

Schools must deter
bullying by students

It is critically important for
school districts to have anti-bul-
lying policies to protect chil-
dren from committing suicide.

I’m studying social work and
was very disappointed to read
“Boy hangs self after social
media prank” [News, April 8],

about an 11-year-boy who
hanged himself after another
young person played a prank
on him on social media.

Because children can be mali-
cious on social media, school
districts need to address this
issue with anti-bullying poli-
cies. In my former job as a
fifth-grade teacher, I collabo-
rated with principals to arrange
assemblies that educated stu-
dents about the serious and

harmful outcomes of bullying.
These assemblies helped stu-
dents recognize that it is impor-
tant to tell adults if they wit-
ness bullying, and that they can
save someone’s life.

Justine Porretto,
Smithtown

Sometime next month, if all goes well, the Suffolk legislature will
take an important vote. Lawmakers will weigh in on a plan from
county officials to help homeowners replace failing septic sys-

tems with new technology to greatly reduce the amount of nitrogen
that is fouling Long Island’s waters.

They should say yes.
That doesn’t mean the plan is perfect, or that it can’t be improved.

But it is sensible, and county officials say they are open to changes that
make it better. Legislators should examine it closely during Tuesday’s
public hearing, propose whatever tweaks they think necessary — and
then push it forward. Long Island has lived too long with nasty tides,
closed beaches, dead fish, foul smells and vanishing marshes.

Suffolk’s program has come a long way since a disastrous rollout by
officials a year ago. The county has been working with manufacturers,
testing and approving systems for use, and licensing installers. It has
prioritized areas to be upgraded based on how quickly wastewater
reaches bodies of water, an approach that makes sense. So areas

around Lake Ronkonkoma,
the Carmans River and Geor-
gica Pond would go first.

To cover design and instal-
lation costs that could reach
$17,850 per home for a new
high-tech system, Suffolk is
pitching a blend of county
grants of up to $10,000 and
low-cost 15-year loans to
homeowners through the
Community Development
Corp. of Long Island. That’s
fair; homeowners should
have some buy-in since the
value of their homes will in-
crease.

Suffolk plans to fund the program with $2 million a year from a
county reserve fund as authorized by the public in an earlier referen-
dum. That would pay for about 400 installations over the first two
years. Even if Suffolk were to receive all of the $75 million included in
the recently approved state budget for septic replacements statewide,
which it won’t, that still would cover only another 7,500 systems over
the next five years. That’s not enough. The county has 360,000 homes
not connected to sewers, and they are by far the biggest contributor to
nitrogen pollution. Nearly 70 percent of the nitrogen in Great South
Bay, for example, comes from septic and cesspool systems.

So as big a step forward as this plan would be, it still requires a reli-
able funding stream, like the water usage fee that would be set by a ref-
erendum Suffolk officials want to put before voters for their approval.
The $50 million a year that would raise would allow more home septic
systems to be swapped out. It also would give the wastewater treat-
ment industry confidence that the money would be there so it could
drop its prices closer to Suffolk’s goal of $10,000 per unit. That was the
experience in states like Maryland that have pioneered what Suffolk is
trying to do. Cheaper prices stretch precious dollars.

All of which means that state lawmakers — led by Long Island’s dele-
gation in the State Senate — ultimately must approve legislation to let
Suffolk residents vote on the referendum. That would turn a good pro-
gram into a game-changer. Suffolk must start its program and make it
work so that state legislators can see it in action and finally have no ex-
cuse for not getting on board. — The editorial board

BY CATHYO’NEIL

President Donald Trump
plans to collect a lot more
data about crimes commit-

ted by immigrants. This will in-
evitably give him a weapon to
use against them, thanks to a pe-
culiarity of crime statistics: If
you look for something, you’ll
almost always find more of it.

Trump recently started two
initiatives focused on crime. He
has promised to create a newof-
fice in theDepartment of Home-
land Security, theVictims of Im-
migrant Crime Engagement, to
collect data on the transgres-
sions of immigrants. And in his
revised executive order halting
visas and refugees from certain
countries, he called for a public
database on “honor killings,” de-
fined as gender-based violence
against women by foreign na-
tionals.

It’s hard to get to the truth
about crime. One could even
argue that we don’t really have
crime data at all. Rather, we have
information on arrests and re-
ports, neither of which are great
proxies for actual crimes. A lot

of criminal activity — drug use,
small-time theft, trespassing,
turnstile jumping — never gets
recorded unless a police officer
happens to be present. Most
rapes go unreported, and as
much as a third of all homicides
are never solved.

The incompleteness of the
data means that what we de-
cide to collect can have a big
impact on what we see. If we
spend a lot of time and energy
finding and documenting
crimes committed by a certain
subpopulation, we’ll naturally
increase its prominence. This
wouldn’t mean that such peo-
ple are more criminal. They’re
simply getting a different level
of scrutiny.

Consider how police depart-
ments have focused on nui-
sance crimes in poor andminor-
ity neighborhoods — part of a
broader strategy known as bro-
ken-windows policing. Blacks
ended up getting arrested for
smoking marijuana a lot more
often than whites — even
though people of both races ac-
tually use the stuff at about the
same rate. Similarly, the

Chicago Police Accountability
Task Force found that black
drivers were much more likely
than white drivers to be
stopped on suspicion of carry-
ing contraband, even though
they were less likely to be actu-
ally carrying illegal goods.

Despite the obvious flaws in
arrest data, we still use them in
designing policies. Police de-

partments send more officers
to areas where they make the
most arrests. Perhaps you’ve al-
ready heard the statistic that im-
migrants are involved in less
crime than native-born Ameri-
cans (despite concerns over
gang activity).

If we start overscrutinizing
immigrants from Muslim-ma-
jority countries, the numbers

mightwell change to their detri-
ment, giving the Trump admin-
istration the fodder it needs to
engage in yet more profiling
purported to ensure the na-
tion’s security. Judges consider
previous arrests in deciding
how harshly to sentence. Com-
puter algorithms use the data to
predict where crimeswill occur
(“predictive policing”), how
much bail to demand and
whether to free prisoners on pa-
role (“recidivism risk”).

All those decisions are as bi-
ased as the data on which they
are based — an ongoing prob-
lem for poor people andminori-
ties, who find themselves in-
creasingly surveilled and incar-
cerated.

To be fair, and to be scientific
about it, we should choose an-
other subpopulation for equal
focus, so we canmeasure the ef-
fects of our added attention. I
suggest starting with politi-
cians.

Cathy O’Neil is a
mathematician who
founded ORCAA,
an algorithmic
auditing company,

and is the author of “Weapons
of Math Destruction.” She wrote
this for Bloomberg View.

A smart start
to clean waters
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A flame burns at the renovatedNassauVeteransMemorial Coliseum
to honormilitary service. Thememorial was dedicatedApril 8.
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“Where there is no vision, the people perish.”
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Truth about immigrant-crime data

Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents make an arrest in
February in Los Angeles, part of large-scale raids this year.
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If Trump looks for more offenses, he will
find them. But the reality will be skewed.

SEND MAIL to letters@newsday.com.
Letters become the property of
Newsday. They will be edited and
may be republished in all media.

OPINION

An advanced septic system is installed
at a Nesconset home in 2015.

EDITORIAL

Suffolk legislators should get ball rolling
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