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RICHMOND — The curtain is closing on
the General Assembly’s chance to select
a new state song for Virginia this legisla-
tive session.

At the start of the session, three tunes
were proposed as Virginia’s official
song. But the bills that would designate a
new state song are languishing in com-
mittees, and if they’re not acted on by
Tuesday, they’re dead for this session.

The General Assembly has been hold-
ing auditions for a new state song since
“Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” was re-
tired in 1997 for its racist lyrics. The en-
tries currently before the assembly are:

» “Our Great Virginia,” by Mike
Greenly. That is the choice of House Bill
1427, sponsored by House Speaker Bill
Howell, and Senate Bill 1128, introduced
by Sen. Charles Colgan, D-Manassas. 

» “Virginia, the Home of My Heart,”
by Susan Greenbaum. Del. John O’Ban-
non, R-Henrico, is pushing for this song
in HB 2203. It is a folk song by Green-
baum, a popular Richmond-based sing-
er-songwriter.

» “Sweet Virginia Breeze,” by Rob-
bin Thompson and Steve Bassett. Sen.
Walter Stosch, R-Henrico, is seeking to
designate this as the state song in SB
1362. It is an upbeat pop song by a pair of
professional musicians, also based in
Richmond.

The Senate bills are before the Senate
General Laws and Technology Commit-
tee; the House bills have been assigned
to the House Rules Committee. Neither
panel has held hearings, and a crucial

deadline is approaching: Any bill
that has not been passed by its house
of origin is dead after Tuesday.

If a song had the inside track, it
might be “Our Great Virginia”: The
House Speaker rarely sponsors leg-
islation, and when he does, it typical-
ly concerns weighty issues like the
state budget. 

In an interview in his office, How-
ell said he was carrying HB 1427 as a
favor to a friend – Dr. James I. Rob-
ertson, a history professor at Vir-
ginia Tech and executive director of
the U.S. Civil War Centennial Com-
mission.

New state song in the wings
Assembly’s choices
down to 3 nominees
By Cort Olsen
Capital News Service

Visit newsleader.com to
listen to the three nominees
for Virginia’s new state song
and to participate in a survey
on the choices.

was amazing to see this little wave of
grass moving toward the big black
bull just standing there over 100
yards away. It took several minutes
for Dexter to arrive a few feet behind
the bull. There he stopped and waited
for another command.

"Walk up!" Jeanne shouted. I don't
know how he heard her, but he did,
and a few seconds later the little
green wave burst toward the bull's
hind legs. Our hero nipped the leg of a
bull weighing at least a ton. The bull
immediately began trotting towards
the gate.

It was a sight to see; Dexter work-
ing side to side to bring all six bulls
through the gate and into the barn-
yard. He was wet, tired and happy.

Never doubt that 65 pounds of fear-
less enthusiasm can move 2,000
pounds of testosterone.

He passed on Jan. 28, his heart was
bigger than ours will ever be.

I move on alone along the river
bank. There is always treasure to be
found.

A snow goose forages along with
the Canada geese in a neighbor's field.
That's a rare sight around here.
Thorns on the hawthorn trees wait for

Winter in Swoope. I walk
along the banks of Middle
River on our farm in search

of treasure.
Dexter, our border collie, usually

walks along with me, but he passed on
and I sure miss him. Cold air seeps
through the opening in my collar; the
brown, frozen grass crunches under
my feet. The water in the river is
clear today — that's because there are
no cows in it upstream.

Dexter was one of my heroes. If we
could all be like him: fearless at work,
tireless, always happy to see you,
playful and a great companion. I told
people he was worth 1.5 men and 2.0
husbands. In retrospect, I think he
was worth far more than that. We live
and work on a beef cattle farm with
120 brood cows and their babies — he
was our right arm. I saw him swing
from a bull's tail one time when he
was asked to bring them in.

One of the famous Dexter stories is
when Jeanne asked him to bring all
six bulls in from the "front field." It
was June 1, the day we put the bulls in
with the cows. Dexter, Jeanne and I
walked through the barnyard,
through the field with the round pen
in it to the gate at the southwestern
corner of the front field. She opened
the gate and we walked through.

It was early morning, the grass
was wet with dew and knee high. Dex-
ter was smiling. I think he would rath-
er work cattle than eat or play. His
eyes were on Jeanne, eagerly waiting
for a command.

"On out," she said as she pointed to
the bull furthest away.

All we could see was a small wave
of green grass moving because the
grass was taller than Dexter. The bull
was at the other end of the field, and it

shrikes to return. The loggerhead
shrike is the smallest bird of prey
in North America. It uses thorns
to impale its prey. Our native haw-
thorn is excellent habitat for
them. We have not seen one in
since 2012. It's a mystery as to
why they are gone. No doubt it's
anthropogenic.

I've noticed the resurgence of
Virginia wild rye along the banks
of the river. When the cows were
in the river I never saw this native
plant. Now it has come to help
anchor the soil and please the eye.
It's one of the few native "cool
season" grasses.

Time to go feed the cows. I feel
Dexter herding me towards the
truck.

Whitescarver, who lives on upper
Middle River in Virginia, is a retired
field conservationist with 31 years of
experience with the USDA's Natural
Resources Conservation Service. He
has been involved with almost 500
miles of stream bank protection
work and helped landowners plant
almost half a million trees. 

See his blog at:
gettingmoreontheground.com.

Eulogy for a cattle dog

SUBMITTED
On a beef cattle farm along the Middle River in Virginia, with 120 brood cows and their
babies, working dog Dexter was a farmer’s right arm. 

BOBBY WHITESCARVER

CHARLOTTESVILLE — University of
Virginia Health System gave $259 mil-
lion in uncompensated services to pa-
tients unable to pay for some or all of
their medical bills in fiscal year 2014 —
and the public hospital says its financial
aid policy is fine the way it is. 

In response to new IRS rules urging
nonprofit hospitals to go easier on needy
patients with medical debts, hospital
spokesman Eric Swensen said via email,
“U.Va. is not planning to make any
changes to our financial assistance pol-
icies.” 

U.Va. and other nonprofit hospitals
receive tax exemptions in exchange for
providing charitable care for the poor.
The IRS rules call for the hospitals to
make sure their financial assistance is
made known to patients, and those qual-
ified for it are given access. 

The rules come in response to a dec-
adeslong problem of hospitals keeping

low-income patients in the dark about
the aid, and garnishing their wages for
debts that should have been forgiven.

“Discounts for patients approved for
charity care range from 30 percent to
100 percent, and U.Va. patients “are
asked whether they may have trouble
paying their bill,” Swensen wrote.

If the answer is yes, the patients can
receive information and an application
for financial assistance in person, on the
web or by e-mail.

“Each year, approximately 31,000
U.Va. patients apply for financial assis-
tance,” Swensen said.

According to the hospital’s online dis-
count schedule, a person with an annual
household income of less than $23,341
and less than $2,000 in assets can re-
ceive free medical care from U.Va. So
could a family of three making less than
$39,581 annually with less than $3,100 in
assets. 

The online schedule doesn’t provide
qualifying information for a lesser dis-
count. 

John Whitfield, executive director of
Blue Ridge Legal Services, said his staff
regularly goes to bat for uninsured, low-
income patients who have been sued by

Augusta Health, Sentara Rockingham
Memorial Hospital, U.Va. and other area
hospitals. 

"By definition, many should qualify
for charity or discounted care." Whit-
field said.

Blue Ridge staff handled two cases
for U.Va. patients with medical bills “in
the tens of thousands of dollars,” Whit-
field said. “We were able to have them
reevaluate our clients for eligibility, and
in both cases, our clients were found eli-
gible.” The bills were excused and the
cases dismissed. 

“Many times, these folks are frail or
ill, or they have low literacy” the legal
aid attorney observed. “They lack the
wherewithal to get the documentation,
so it’s hard for them to make it happen.” 

U.Va. provides a critical health-care
safety net for low-income Virginians, of-
fering complete coverage for only a $6
copay if they are able to qualify for char-
ity care.

The challenge, according to a 2013
Blue Ridge Legal Services staff memo,
may lie in the application process. 

“If the application is not completed
within six months of being submitted —
and completed here means not just that

all parts of the application are filled out,
but also that all supporting documenta-
tion Patient Financial Services decides
is necessary at any point is submitted
within that time frame — it becomes
outdated,” former Blue Ridge staff at-
torney Liza Wirtz wrote.

In Wirtz’s experience, U.Va. financial
aid employees kept asking for more doc-
umentation, lengthening the process.
When an application expired, the proc-
ess had to be started anew, with new
documentation. 

“This expiration period appears no-
where on either the financial-assistance
application or the instructions on how to
complete it,” wrote Wirtz.

The reason for the expiration period
is that “the financial status of an appli-
cant can change significantly in six
months,” Swensen responded. “On occa-
sion, information provided by a patient
may prompt questions from our finan-
cial assistance team that may require
additional documentation to answer
those questions.”

For information on U.Va. financial
assistance, call (866) 320-9659, visit

uvahealth.com/finassist, or e-mail
financialassistance@virginia.edu.

U.Va. says it’s doing its part for low-income patients
Hospital system already
meets new IRS requirements
By Patricia Borns
pborns@newsleader.com

RICHMOND — Virginia would weaken
oversight of its two largest electric util-
ities’ rates, under legislation approved
Friday in the state Senate.

The bill would exempt Dominion Vir-
ginia Power and Appalachian Power from
comprehensive rate reviews by the State
Corporation Commission for several
years. It was sponsored by Virginia
Beach Republican Sen. Frank Wagner
and approved by a 32-6 vote.

If the bill becomes law, it could mean
that Appalachian Power’s customers
don’t get a refund the company’s presi-
dent is currently projecting.

Proponents of the measure said ex-
empting the utilities from biennial rate
reviews would freeze rates in place and
prevent potential large increases. 

Several lawmakers said bill is needed
because of the uncertainty surrounding
proposed federal carbon emission rules
and how they might unfairly affect Vir-
ginia.

“I think this is a pretty good bill for the
consumer quite frankly,” said Democrat-
ic Senate Minority Leader Sen. Richard L.
Saslaw.

But opponents said hurts it customers
by allowing utilities to reap excessive
profits.

Fairfax Democrat Sen. Chap Petersen
argued that the General Assembly
shouldn’t try and trump the SCC on rate-
making decisions. He said the SCC is
much better suited to handle complex is-
sues.

“I’m gonna shock some people when I
say this, but not everybody trusts us on
these kind of issues to get the right an-
swer,” Petersen said.

Dominion, which helped craft and
shape Wagner’s legislation, is the single
biggest corporate donor to Virginia politi-
cal campaigns and wields unrivaled pow-
er at the General Assembly.

During normal biennial rate reviews,
the SCC can order partial refunds to its
customers if it finds the utilities have
been earning excessive profits. If a utility
is found to have too much profit during
two consecutive reviews, the SCC can
lower the utility’s rates.

Last month Appalachian Power Presi-
dent Charles Patton said at a hearing in
West Virginia that the company’s Virginia
customers had recently received a re-
fund after the 2014 review and would like-
ly be entitled to a partial refund after a
2016 rate review.

“I think that when we get to the next
biennial in Virginia, there’s going to be
another refund to customers” Patton said,
according to a transcript.

Appalachian Power spokesman John
Shepelwich said Wagner’s bill would al-
low the company to “use those possibly
available funds for investment in things
that will benefit our customers even
more.”

“So the bottom line for the customer
during a base rate freeze will be rate sta-
bility,” Shepelwich said.

Senate bill
on electric
rates OK’d
Measure would weaken
oversight of utilities
By Alan Suderman
Associated Press


