Fortenberry's ties to Nelnet calls nay vote's motive into question
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Nebraska joined Utah as the only two state delegations with a majority opposition to the College Student Relief Act of 2007, also known as House Resolution 5, which passed the U.S. House of Representatives 356 to 71 with 8 abstentions, according to Congress.org.

H.R. 5 was part of Speaker Nancy Pelosi's agenda for the first 100 hours of the 110th Congress and promises to make "college more accessible and affordable by cutting the interest rates of subsidized student loans in half - from the current 6.8 percent to 3.4 percent," according to Pelosi's Web site, speaker.gov. The Web site goes on to claim that will impact about 5 million students nationwide.

Sounds pretty good so far, I think.

And, with the constant talk of "accessibility and affordability" at the University of Nebraska and with Gov. Dave Heineman's recent State of the State address challenge to raise college attendance rates by 5 percent statewide as well as provide financial relief to the middle class, it's easy to understand why a Nebraskan interested in higher education might support this act.

Yet, both Rep. Adrian Smith of Nebraska's third district and Rep. Jeff Fortenberry of Nebraska's first district voted against the measure. Supporting the measure was Omaha's Rep. Lee Terry, a staunch Republican whose lifetime score matches Fortenberry's at whopping 9 percent on the American Civil Liberties Union's Congressional Scorecard, scorecard.aclu.org.

When the Gateway tried to contact Fortenberry early last week, his office told us that he had a very busy week and suggested that we use the quote he offered UNL's student newspaper, the Daily Nebraskan. As evident in our front-page story, we did just that.

Glancing at other articles in the Daily Nebraskan, however, made me think there might be more to tell of Fortenberry's position than his lack of concern for students once they get to college.

Prompted perhaps by a letter to the editor from Jan. 18, the Daily Nebraskan wrote an article on Jan. 26 that raised questions of propriety regarding Fortenberry's and Smith's acceptance of thousands of dollars in campaign contributions from Nelnet, a Lincoln-based company that describes itself as "one of the leading education and education finance companies in the United States," according to its Web site, nelnet.com.

Fortenberry says the College Student Relief Act doesn't get to the heart of the issue. But, how is lowering interest rates not going to enable more people to be successful, both during and after college? Why measure success only in terms of enrollment increases and graduate rates?

Unless, of course, the success of students isn't his true concern.

Perhaps Fortenberry and the other 71 Republicans who voted against the act are more concerned about getting more people into college, because doing so will mean more student loans. In other words, more money whether or not the students are successful after graduation.

I'm not sure how else to understand their position. After all, my biggest clue is what Fortenberry was quoted as saying: "My policy's emphasis is on the front-end."

What about the middle and the back-end?
