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 “Curses on the law! Most of my fellow citizens are the sorry consequences of uncommitted abortions.”

 ~ Karl Kraus

“A Catholic would be guilty of formal cooperation in evil, and so unworthy to present himself for holy Communion, if he were to deliberately vote for a candidate precisely because of the candidate's permissive stand on abortion and/or euthanasia. When a Catholic does not share a candidate's stand in favor of abortion and/or euthanasia, but votes for that candidate for other reasons, it is considered remote material cooperation, which can be permitted in the presence of proportionate reasons.”

 ~ Pope Benedict XVI

Is any issue as touchy or as prone to inciting emotional responses as the complicated topic of elective abortion XE "elective abortion" ? Elective abortion means the voluntary termination of a pregnancy XE "termination of a pregnancy"  for reasons other than protecting the endangered life of the mother. Commentators on the abortion issue have varied definitions of what constitutes "voluntary," but most of the controversy on this issue centers on abortions that are not "medically necessary XE "medically necessary" ." 

The most fundamental question related to abortion is whether elective abortion should be allowed and to what extent it should be regulated. On one side of this question are those who describe themselves as "pro-choice XE "pro-choice" " and favor the mostly unhindered availability of abortion to women. On the other side are those who call themselves "pro-life XE "pro-life" " and see abortion as the murder of unborn babies. The number of reported abortions has been declining in recent years. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports 245 abortions per 1,000 live births in 2000, down from 344 in 1990.
 The year 1990 is generally considered a peak year for elective abortions following a trend beginning with the Supreme Court's 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade.

Roe forms the focal point for most discussions regarding elective abortion. This landmark case allowed certain restrictions on late-term abortions, but established most abortions as protected under the Constitution. Finding a right to privacy buried in the "penumbra XE "penumbra" " of the Bill of Rights, the majority represented by the writing of Harry Blackmun interpreted a constitutional freedom for elective abortion.
 A "penumbra" is a "space of partial illumination (as in an eclipse) between the perfect shadow on all sides and the full light."
 Hidden in this ambiguous shadow, according to the seven-justice majority, was a key to a constitutional right that had only been referenced for the first time thirteen years earlier in Griswold v. Connecticut.
 This "penumbra" has resulted in almost 50 million legal elective abortions.

Prior to the Roe decision, abortion laws varied from state to state, with most states banning it unless certain criteria were met. Abortion was allowed in cases in which the life of the mother was threatened by not having the procedure, and in some states it was also allowed if the woman had been raped, was unmarried or had non-life threatening health concerns that would be complicated by pregnancy. The Supreme Court ruling protected access to abortion as part of the constitutional right to privacy (the one hidden in the "penumbra"). However, Roe also permitted individual states to pass laws banning abortion after viability XE "viability" —the point at which a fetus could survive outside of the womb—so long as those laws made exemptions for the woman's health. The Supreme Court revisited the Roe decision in 1992, when it ruled on laws that Pennsylvania had passed to regulate abortion. The laws required that women wait 24 hours to get abortions, that their husbands be notified and that the parents of underage XE "underage"  girls be notified XE "notified" . In its decision, Planned Parenthood v. Casey, the court ruled that states could put restrictions on abortion, but only if they did not place an "undue burden XE "undue burden" " on women seeking the procedure. The court upheld the waiting period and parental notification law in Pennsylvania, but rejected the requirement that wives tell their husbands as an undue burden.

President Obama stands to have a major influence on the abortion debate with any judicial appointments he makes as president. With six Supreme Court Justices already well into their 70s now, it seems likely that the current President will get to appoint at least two new Justices in a first term alone, possibly five or six in a second term. No recent President has had such an opportunity; President Nixon appointed four Justices in his five years, but the six presidents since then have combined to appoint only ten Justices over thirty-five years [abortion2 image].

A President committed to appointing Justices like Scalia XE "Scalia"  and Thomas XE "Thomas"  (as virtually all recent Republican candidates for President have said they are) would need only one Justice appointment to eliminate the constitutional "right to abortion" first recognized by Roe v. Wade and then narrowed by Planned Parenthood v. Casey in 1992. Justices Scalia and Thomas have long sought to return to a more "originalist" interpretation of the constitution which denies the "penumbra" rights first enumerated by the Griswold court and they likely have the support of the two Bush 43 appointees, Justice Alito and Chief Justice Roberts-leaving them one vote short of the five necessary to overturn Roe. All of the next five likely retirees are supporters of decisions (a) protecting a constitutional right to abortion and (b) refusing to overturn Roe. If any Republican similar to recent past Republican nominees prevails in 2012, the Court very likely would have at least six votes to overrule Roe.

Scott A. Moss, an associate professor of law at University of Colorado Law School, predicts that the first term of an Obama presidency simply will preserve the status quo that the Constitution protects abortion rights; the second term could see a return to the broader right to abortion that Roe announced but that has been rolled back in recent years.
The federal courts are an important battleground on the abortion debate, but they are one of many fronts where this contentious issue is consequentially debated. State legislatures are full of bills dealing with everything from parental and spousal notification requirements, waiting period laws, restrictions on what kind of abortions can be performed and even "personhood" amendments, which would define a fetus as a person under the state's equal protection clause. Last year, Colorado voters decided 3-to-1 against a similar measure to define fertilized human embryos as people in the state constitution. Pro-lifers have tried and failed to put similar "personhood" amendments to votes in Georgia and Oregon. North Dakota's Legislature recently rejected a "personhood" bill.

The legal environment for abortion in the United States is cloudy and varies by state and is constantly changing with court rulings, legislative acts, popularly voted propositions and executive orders. Please read more about it in the "Further Research" links below. 

Which side of the issue the author sides with largely taints news about abortion issues. The pro-choice authors paint those who oppose elective abortion as women-hating chauvinists who oppress with their moralistic hypocrisy. Pro-lifers are aghast at the inhuman treatment of unborn by commercially motivated abortion "doctors." For this reason, it is important to identify the source of information and arguments whenever they are presented. In their desire to persuade others of the rightness of their positions, some advocates blur the facts or misinterpret data. The use of funny facts happens on both sides of the abortion debate. In this article, I will take greater pains to identify original data sources in text as well as in footnotes. 

Pro-life commentator Corey Widdison wrote that abortion is one of the most contested personal and political topics of our day. It raises emotions so high that it causes bombings at abortion clinics and abortion doctors being murdered in the street. It is so highly volatile because each side cannot comprehend why the other side thinks the way they do. Pro-lifers, for the most part, believe that abortion is murder…period. And pro-choice people believe that it’s their body, their choice, stay out of it. The people on the side of Pro-choice act like having an abortion is as common and as simple as getting your tonsils taken out. If you were to go onto the Planned Parenthood website you could better understand what I mean. They state statistics of more than 1 out of 3 women in the U.S. have an abortion by the time they are 45 years old. A statement like that makes you think that your situation is not unique and that so many woman do it that it’s not a big deal. They talk about the procedure like it’s a dental check up. And of course, Widdison notes, suggestions that you are killing a living person would never come out of their mouths.
 

Widdison is critical of Planned Parenthood's characterizations. If it is not murder, he asks, what would you call the following procedures? Suction Aspiration XE "Suction Aspiration"  is one abortion procedure that is done in the first trimester XE "trimester"  of pregnancy. The procedure involves a suction tube with a sharp edge that is inserted into the womb and dismembers the body of the baby. But does that really sound like murder to you? Another procedure is called a D&C (Dilatation and Curettage XE "Dilatation and Curettage" ). In this procedure the cervix is dilated to allow a loop shaped knife to be inserted into the body to cut the baby into pieces to be removed. Do you think all those women knew that this is what was going to happen? I truly hope not. Did they know that their baby had a heart beat at the time of the abortion? I know this because the heart begins to beat around 22 days from conception.

Douglas Burns, a columnist at the Daily Times Herald, asks, “If abortion were legal, what should the penalty be for a woman who has an abortion and a doctor who provides one?” Burns then tries to answer his own question: Should they be fined - as we do with speeders on our highways - or should they be strapped into an electric chair? Misdemeanor or felony? Bob Vander Plaats, a pro-life Iowa politician and current gubernatorial candidate, says that at the very least the doctor should lose his license. But Vander Plaats does not describe any penalty for the mother.
 Plaats, like many discussing the abortion issue, is reluctant to go into much detail about his views. Former Iowa State Senator Jerry Behn is not thus inhibited. Buhn told Burns that he "hadn't really gone there in his mind either" when I asked him what penalties should be meted out for abortion. In the case of the doctors who provide the abortion, Behn said they are, in his mind, guilty of "premeditated murder XE "premeditated murder" ." "It's going to make it look like I'm a warmonger running around looking for doctors to execute," he said as the interview progressed. But Behn said, "In principle it's the doctor I really get frustrated with. It is as premeditated and cold-blooded as you can get."

Some radical pro-lifers have taken justice into their own hands and tried to meet their own retribution on abortion doctors. The result is acts of violence against abortionists. While advocates on both sides of the abortion issue condemn this violence – some call it “terrorism,” others label it “mislabeled passion” – it has become and remains a key part of the elective abortion discussion. "If anyone has an urge to kill someone at an abortion clinic, they should shoot me," said the late Cardinal John O'Connor, preaching to his New York City flock in 1994. "It's madness. It discredits the right-to-life movement. Murder is murder. It's madness. You cannot prevent killing by killing."
 The cardinal's famous sound bite was part of a larger debate during the mid-1990s, as pro-life leaders articulated precise reasons why frustrated activists on the fringe of their movement should reject violence. This debate remains tragically relevant, after the killing of late-term abortionist George Tiller while he was serving as an usher at Reformation Evangelical Lutheran Church in Wichita, Kan. The alleged gunman Scott Roeder has expressed sympathies for the views of activists who — as in his "Defensive Action Statement" — argue that this kind of violence is morally justified. "We ... declare the justice of taking all godly action necessary, including the use of force, to defend innocent human life (born and unborn). We proclaim that whatever force is legitimate to defend the life of a born child is legitimate to defend the life of an unborn child."
 

This is precisely the argument that O'Connor and others fervently opposed 15 years ago. Quoting the Catholic Catechism, Pope John Paul II, Gandhi and other sources, he attacked the ancient consequentialist argument that good ends justify any means. "Where does this spiral end? How is it limited? Surely, we are all as tired of abortion as we are tired of murder. But we must fight murder without conforming to it or condoning it," wrote the cardinal as part of "Killing Abortionists: A Symposium" in the journal First Things: "Let us attend to God's revelation: 'Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good' (Romans 12: 21). ... No Christian, however well-intentioned, has the moral right to declare himself the sole detective, district attorney, judge, jury and supreme court in our democratic society and on his own authority set aside the natural law and the Ten Commandments, allegedly to advance the fifth of those Ten Commandments."
 

While frustrated by new political defeats, mainstream abortion opponents have continued to embrace this viewpoint. The list of organizations strongly condemning the killing of the abortion doctor George Tiller include the National Right to Life Committee, U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, Americans United for Life, Focus on the Family, Concerned Women for America, Care Net, the Susan B. Anthony List, Priests for Life and many others.

Not all pro-lifers were so quick to condemn Tiller's assassination. Ann Coulter told Bill O'Reilly that she doesn’t “really like to think of it as a murder. I like to think of it as terminating someone in the 203rd trimester." Even O’Reilly — charged by abortion advocates with fomenting violence against Tiller with years worth of references to “Tiller the Baby Killer” — affects a dismayed reaction to Coulter’s words. “You can’t diminish what that killer did, or you have anarchy." “I am personally opposed to shooting abortionists,” Coulter says, “but I don’t want to impose my moral values on others.” Over some cross-talk from O’Reilly, she looks at the camera and adds, “Their logic is, if you don’t believe in abortion, don’t have an abortion. If you don’t believe in shooting abortionists, then don’t shoot an abortionist.”

Doug Bandow, senior fellow at the Cato Institute and former Special Assistant to President Ronald Reagan, writes that killing abortionists is the consequence of America's culture of death. He notes that protecting life is the foundation for a republic such as our own. Indeed, the most fundamental liberty is to life itself. Tiller's murder obviously violates both a commitment to life and the rule of law. No free society can survive if its members believe themselves authorized to mete out their personal version of justice on others. The murder has turned Tiller into a martyr to some. Yet, ironically according to Bandow, his lifework was death. Celebrated by the Center for Reproductive Rights as "a stalwart and fearless defender of women's fundamental health and rights," Tiller was known for performing partial birth abortions. That often meant delivering and then killing a fetus well past "viability," that is, the ability to survive on its own. Peaceful battle, that is. Pro-life must mean pro-life. The murder of abortionists — there have been five since Roe — must be roundly condemned by anyone committed to the protection of life. There can be no moral justification for murder. Instead, the battle must be one of persuasion. There, Bandow says, progress is being made.
 

If you can navigate the abortion debate and not lose any friends, you will have officially earned the title of amazing communicator. Views are so polarized and, by extension, so entrenched, that changes in perspective are cumbersome. Knowledge of the major legal and ethical issues surrounding the discussion will serve you well, however, when you next have to explain why you believe what you do.
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Questions for Thought

What is your position on elective abortion?

How would you defend that position at your next-door neighbor?

How would you defend that position to your college professor?

How would you defend that position on national TV to an audience of 3 million?

If you believe elective abortion should be more restricted, what should the penalty for violating doctors be?

What about violating mothers?

Sample Topic Questions

What is the future of partial-birth abortion in the United States?

Should Congress provide funding for medical clinics that perform abortion services?

Has the federal judiciary over-exerted its power in the area of women's health?

Further Research

Check out the National Right to Life Committee's "Abortion in the United States" fact sheet which is stuffed with interesting facts and relevant data regarding abortion since 1973: http://www.nrlc.org/ABORTION/facts/abortionstats.html 

The Guttmacher Institute published a brief exploring state laws regarding abortion. Its informative pages can be viewed here: http://www.guttmacher.org/statecenter/spibs/spib_OAL.pdf 

The pro-choice "Feminist Women's Health Center" maintains a page here: http://www.fwhc.org/abortion/index.htm 

Check out the First Things symposium on killing abortionists. You can access it here: http://www.firstthings.com/print.php?type=article&year=2007&month=01&title_link=killing-abortionists-a-symposium-31 or navigate to it on the firstthings.com website. Look for "Killing Abortionists: A Symposium.”
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 “Advanced Placement has proven to be a very effective model to get teachers the full capability to teach rigorous course work.” ~ Margaret Spellings, former Secretary of Education

“I think the young are very much aware of the current race climate [in their schools]. They see certain black males being sent to the principal's office. They see Advanced Placement programs passing them over.” ~Sheley Secrest

In the 1950s, research by the philanthropic group the Ford Foundation prompted four elite institutions of higher learning XE "higher learning"  – Harvard University in Cambridge, Mass., Yale University in New Haven, Conn., Princeton University in Princeton, New Jersey, and Kenyon College in Gambier, Ohio—to begin working with some high schools to develop what would become the Advanced Placement (AP) XE "Advanced Placement (AP)"  program. Students in just over 100 high schools took the first AP exams in 1956. The program was originally meant to allow the U.S. to better meet national security needs during its Cold War rivalry with the Soviet Union. It was seen as a way to permit students who would eventually become the country's leaders to graduate college more quickly, thereby allowing them to enter the workforce sooner.

This spring, more than 1 million high school students will take (AP) exams. Each class prepares students to take exams that test their knowledge in those subjects—from U.S. history to calculus to three-dimensional studio art—with the opportunity to earn college credits and fulfill introductory college course requirements depending on the way those units are articulated to institutions of higher education. But while the AP program has become popular in recent years for students trying to get ahead of their peers, it has also been criticized for a variety of reasons.

When the AP program began, it was intended for a small group of elite high schools, but it later became much more widespread. According to the College Board XE "College Board" , students in 16,464 high schools took the AP exam in 2007, including 959 outside the U.S. As it has spread to more schools, participation in the AP program has become a mark of distinction among students applying for college.

Another factor in the growing popularity of the AP program has been a movement toward instituting higher academic standards XE "academic standards"  in schools. For instance, AP classes have increasingly been offered in low-performing high schools XE "low-performing high schools"  as a way of improving the quality of classes available to students. Administrators argue that even if students do poorly on AP exams, the preparation they gain through AP classes gives them a better education than they would otherwise receive, while preparing them for college work, which will be of value if they continue their education.
 The AP program is overseen by the College Board, a private, non-profit organization that represents U.S. colleges and universities. AP instructors are required to be trained by the College Board and must adhere to specified course syllabi. While the courses are generally seen as preparing students for the AP exams, in most schools students can take AP classes without taking the exams and vice versa.
 On the AP test, students are graded in their particular subject with a score of 1-5. The College Board, along with most colleges, considers 3 to be a passing score. However, colleges decide individually what scores will exempt incoming students from particular introductory courses and what scores will count for "credit only." Many require a score of either 4 or 5 for a student to be exempted.

The AP program was originally intended for students at top-level high schools, but it has since become more widely used; the majority of U.S. schools currently offer at least one AP class. That partly reflects the fact that being able to list AP classes and exams on a transcript gives a student a key advantage in the college admissions process. In addition, high schools are often judged by how many AP classes they offer. Many high schools, including low-performing ones, have also embraced the AP program as a way to introduce more rigorous education standards into their curricula. The Department of Education XE "Department of Education"  has expressed its approval of that approach, and has provided funding to expand AP classes in schools throughout the U.S.
 The effect of college's approval and federal funding has been to further increase the reach and influence of these subject courses.

Despite the rapid adoption of AP courses, critics of the College Board's AP tests say that courses are often offered to students with a deficient academic background, thereby setting them up for failure. A student with a good AP score can better camouflage less attractive elements of his transcript and may get by admissions officers unprepared for college.
 In addition, critics argue, colleges often complain that AP classes do not educate students on a par with introductory college courses. They say the classes are often too rushed and too shallow or that they teach to the test. They add that AP classes and test scores provide another means for more affluent high school students to distinguish themselves from less-advantaged students XE "less-advantaged students"  on college applications, thereby furthering inequality in higher education.

Jay Matthews takes a different look at AP classes. He writes that some schools have begun to require AP courses and tests for all students, even those who struggle in class. Schools have tried raising achievement slowly with remedial education. Matthews writes that it did not work, in part because the teachers and students had no worthy goal to shoot for. So they have made the AP test their benchmark, and in preparing for it hope to give low- performing students the strenuous academic exercise they need for college. Few pass the three-hour AP exams, so few get college credit. So what? They aren't in college yet. This way they have a chance to accustom themselves to the foot-high reading assignments and torturous exams they will encounter in college.

Matthews supports the mass dissemination of AP tests, even for students who will not pass. He points to a study of 302,969 students who graduated from Texas high schools that shows that even low-performing students – those who got a failing grade of 2 on the 5-point AP test – did significantly better in college than did similarly low- performing, low-income students who did not take AP. Nationally, most high schools are so lax in their duties that half their students heading for college never take an AP, IB or Cambridge course and test and thus have little clue what awaits them. Matthew sees a harmless test that at a minimum motivates students to try harder in their tough “college-level” class.

The value placed on AP classes and exams has prompted various efforts to encourage students to take them. Some private charities and foundations have encouraged students to take and score well on AP exams by offering cash incentives. In 2008, a privately funded program called Rewarding Achievement XE "Rewarding Achievement" , or REACH, offered students in 31 New York City high schools $500 for every score of 3, $750 for every score of 4 and $1,000 for every score of 5 received on an AP exam. Initial results were disappointing, however. While more students took the exams than previously, the number of passing scores decreased slightly from the year before. That drew some criticism of the plan, although its backers insisted it was an ongoing effort that would produce better results in the long run.
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Questions for thought

Have you taken an AP class? Do you feel it prepared you for higher education better than a normal high school class? Were you satisfied with the administration of the test?

Do you think AP classes are a good tool for low-income and underperforming students?

Sample topic Questions

Has the increased popularity of advanced placement classes benefited U.S. education?

Do AP classes produce college-level learning?

Advance Placement: Should more students enroll?

Should the College Board reform the AP test to remedy the socioeconomic disparity test registrants?

Should AP classes on a student's transcript make that student a more attractive candidate for college admission?

Should more schools discontinue AP classes?

Further reading

Check out the College Board’s page for parents and students: http://www.collegeboard.com/student/testing/ap/about.html 
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 “Affirmative action is the attempt to deal with malignant racism by instituting benign racism”~ Elliott Larson 

“If honesty is the best policy, surely Michigan's accurately described, fully disclosed college affirmative action program is preferable to achieving similar numbers through winks, nods and disguises.” ~Judy Woodruff

“Systemic exclusion requires systemic inclusion. Affirmative action is just one tool that ensures women and minorities have opportunities to be included.” ~Heaster Wheeler

“Think about it: we went into slavery pagans; we came out Christians. We went into slavery pieces of property; we came out American citizens. We went into slavery with chains clanking about our wrists; we came out with the American ballot in our hands…When we rid ourselves of prejudice, or racial feeling, and look the facts in the face, we must acknowledge that, notwithstanding the cruelty and moral wrong of slavery, we are in a stronger and more hopeful position, materially, intellectually, morally, and religiously, than is true of an equal number of black people in any other portion of the globe.” ~Booker T. Washington, Up from Slavery 

Judge Sonia Sotomayor XE "Sonia Sotomayor"  knows a thing or two about affirmative action XE "affirmative action" . In a video dating back to the "early '90s" that she submitted to the Senate Judiciary Committee XE "Senate Judiciary Committee"  (as part of her Supreme Court nomination process) she says she is a "perfect affirmative action baby," and that she was accepted to Princeton and Yale despite her lackluster test performance compared to other applicants.

Sotomayor's experience brings the issue of affirmative action out of the periphery. Roughly 40 years ago, the federal government first took steps to ensure equal opportunity for minorities in employment. Since then, so-called affirmative action programs have expanded to include women and have been instituted in other sectors, including higher education XE "higher education"  and the military. However, affirmative action has been controversial, sparking a debate over where to find the balance between giving a boost to traditionally disadvantaged groups and ensuring that discrimination does not tilt in the other direction, against nonminorities. Affirmative action programs can range from taking steps to encourage more minorities to apply for positions to giving preference to minority applications to setting aside a certain number of slots for minorities, although quotas have been declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court XE "Supreme Court" . Public opinion differs depending on how the issue is framed. A Pew Research Center poll found that, by a margin of two to one, respondents favor "programs designed to increase the number of black and minority students." But by a three to one margin, respondents oppose giving minorities "preferential treatment XE "preferential treatment" ."

In its tumultuous 48-year history, affirmative action has been both praised and pilloried as an answer to racial inequality XE "racial inequality" . Depending on who you believe,
 the term "affirmative action" was first introduced by President Kennedy in 1961 as a method of redressing discrimination XE "discrimination"  that had persisted in spite of civil rights laws and constitutional guarantees. It was developed and enforced for the first time by President Johnson. "This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for civil rights," Johnson asserted. "We seek… not just equality as a right and a theory, but equality as a fact and as a result."

Focusing in particular on education and jobs, affirmative action policies required that active measures be taken to ensure that blacks and other minorities enjoyed the same opportunities for promotions, salary increases, career advancement, school admissions, scholarships, and financial aid that had been the nearly exclusive province of whites. From the outset, affirmative action was envisioned as a temporary remedy that would end once there was a "level playing field" for all Americans. By the late '70s, however, flaws in the policy began to show up amid its good intentions. Reverse discrimination became an issue, epitomized by the famous Bakke case XE "Bakke case"  in 1978. Allan Bakke, a white male, had been rejected two years in a row by a medical school that had accepted less qualified minority XE "minority"  applicants-the school had a separate admissions policy for minorities and reserved 16 out of 100 places for minority students. The Supreme Court outlawed inflexible quota systems in affirmative action programs, which in this case had unfairly discriminated against a white applicant. In the same ruling, however, the Court upheld the legality of affirmative action per se.
 The Bakke decision was 5-4 and the judges' various opinions were far more nuanced than most glosses of the case indicate. Sandra Day O'Connor, often characterized as the pivotal judge in such cases because she straddles conservative and liberal views about affirmative action, has been described by University of Chicago law professor Cass Sunstein as "nervous about rules and abstractions going wrong. She's very alert to the need for the Court to depend on the details of each case."

A backlash against affirmative action began to mount. To conservatives, the system was a zero-sum game XE "zero-sum game"  that opened the door for jobs, promotions, or education to the not-necessarily deserving while it shut the door on more qualified applicants. In a country that prized the values of self-reliance and pulling oneself up by one's bootstraps, conservatives resented the idea that some unqualified minorities were getting a free ride on the American system. Preferential treatment and quotas XE "quotas"  became expressions of contempt. Even more contentious was the accusation that some minorities enjoyed playing the role of professional victim.

Liberals countered that "the land of opportunity" was a very different place for the European immigrants XE "European immigrants"  who landed on its shores than it was for those who arrived in the chains of slavery. As historian Roger Wilkins pointed out, "blacks have a 375-year history on this continent: 245 involving slavery, 100 involving legalized discrimination, and only 30 involving anything else."

Considering that Jim Crow laws and lynching existed well into the '60s (and that myriad subtler forms of racism in housing, employment, and education persisted well beyond the civil rights movement) conservatives impatient for blacks to "get over" the legacy of slavery needed to realize that slavery XE "slavery"  was just the beginning of racism in America. Liberals also pointed out that another popular conservative argument-that because of affirmative action, minorities were threatening the jobs of whites-belied the reality that white men were still the undisputed rulers of the roost when it came to salaries, positions, and prestige.

The courts have recently had a major impact on the affirmative action discussion with a June 2003 Supreme Court decision on affirmative action policies at the University of Michigan. The court struck down a policy at Michigan's undergraduate school awarding minorities extra points in the consideration of their applications. However, the court upheld a policy at the University of Michigan's law school that considered race as a factor in admissions in order to achieve a "critical mass" of minorities but did not award points to minority applicants.

A risk with affirmative action rules is overcompensation, where so many benefits are granted minorities on the basis of their gender or ethnicity that the scales are imbalanced the other way. Some commentators refer to this phenomenon as "reverse discrimination," a term that should cause the alert reader to chuckle (discrimination can only be from the majority to the minority?). And serious commentators take issue with Affirmative Action on ethical grounds. Chelsea Hoffman of Colby College argues that the first problem with affirmative action is the obvious fact that it is an attempt to end discrimination with discrimination. When a company or university discriminates against a white male for the sake of bettering the outcome of another racial group, an injustice occurs. Affirmative action is the governmental legislation of the active discrimination of one person over another—an unacceptable and dangerous double standard. Hoffman's second argument is that affirmative action seeks to reconcile the injustices of the past. The horrible atrocities of the past, including slavery and the refusal to grant women and minorities the right to vote, cast an ugly shadow on the history of our nation. But affirmative action cannot erase what our ancestors did years ago. Instead of trying to reconcile the oppression of the past, we should try to lend a hand to young minorities that want to learn and be successful but lack the resources they need to accomplish their goals. Hoffman also draws attention to the stigma attached to the minorities themselves. Minorities are capable of getting the best jobs, obtaining admittance to the most prestigious schools, and being as successful as any white male has ever been. The problem occurs when people view them as inferior because of affirmative action—the attitude of "You couldn't do it on your own." These implications have a lasting, damaging effect on the mental well-being of minority students. How can anybody feel truly accomplished when a lingering doubt about the legitimacy of his achievements exists?

A recent court case, Ricci vs. DeStefano, involves the City of New Haven, CT, which gave a promotions exam to a group of firefighters. None of the “African American” candidates scored highly enough on the test to qualify for promotion. When they noticed the “racial skew” of the results, the City Civil Service Board threw out the exam, deciding not to make any immediate promotions even though they had enough qualified individuals to fill the positions. 20 firefighters, including a Hispanic, sued—claiming racial discrimination. The city maintains that it scrapped the test to avoid litigation by black firefighters. A District Court judge sided with the city, tossing out the suit before trial. A 3-judge Second Circuit panel, including President Obama’s current Supreme Court nominee Sonia Sotomayor, upheld the former “precedent.” In Ricci v. DeStefano, a 5-4 decision (clearly split down ideological lines), the Supreme Court ruled that the CT firefighters had been racially discriminated against & the previous ruling (in favor of the city of New Haven) was overturned.

Justice Antonin Scalia, part of the five-justice majority in the case, predicted it is only a matter of time before the Supreme Court has to make a very difficult decision concerning this affirmative action provision: “I join the Court’s opinion in full, but write separately to observe that its resolution of this dispute merely postpones the evil day on which the Court will have to confront the question: Whether, or to what extent, are the disparate-impact provisions of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 consistent with the Constitution’s guarantee of equal protection? The question is not an easy one. The war between disparate impact and equal protection will be waged sooner or later, and it behooves us to begin thinking about how — and on what terms — to make peace between them.”
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Questions for thought

Do students who have benefited from Affirmative Action face stigma in the job market or later in life?

Would you accept Affirmative Action assistance? Why or why not?

What impact does Affirmative Action have on racism?

Should Affirmative Action be based on demographic factors other than gender and ethnicity? Family's income? Place of birth? Access to expensive test-preparation materials? 

Sample topic Questions

Should colleges give preferential treatment to minorities in their admissions or scholarship decisions?

What impact will the New Haven decision have on future Affirmative Action court decisions?

Can Sonia Sotomayor adjudicate Affirmative Action cases fairly?

Does affirmative action foster racial diversity, or does it amount to unfair discrimination?

Further reading

Check out Thomas Sowell's book “Affirmative Action around the World: An Empirical Study.” Yale University Press: 2004.

Read the National Organization of Women on Affirmative Action here: http://www.now.org/nnt/08-95/affirmhs.html 

Check out the American Association for Affirmative Action's webpage here: http://www.affirmativeaction.org/ 
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 “People can quarrel with whether we should have more troops in Afghanistan or internationalize Iraq or whatever, but it is incontestable that on the day I left office, there were unaccounted for stocks . . . of biological and chemical weapons.” ~Bill Clinton, 42nd U.S. President

“Forty percent of the registered voters in Afghanistan are women, and they're beginning to move into the private sector.” ~Suzanne Fields, columnist

“The word 'hero' has been bandied about a lot to refer to anyone killed in Afghanistan or Iraq. But anyone who voluntarily goes to Afghanistan or Iraq [as a soldier] is fighting for an evil cause under an evil commander in chief.” ~Ted Rall, President of the Association of American Editorial Cartoonists

“Let us get it right. Let us focus on Afghanistan and make sure that the underground black market drug economy does not continue to fund terrorism.” ~Tim Ryan (D-Ohio)

“An interim government was set up in Afghanistan. It included two women, one of whom was Minister of Women's Affairs. Man, who'd she have to show her ankles to to get that job?” ~Tina Fey, comedian

On September 11, 2001, terrorists launched coordinated attacks against the U.S. that killed nearly 3,000 people, damaged the Pentagon XE "Pentagon"  outside Washington, D.C., and destroyed New York City's iconic World Trade Center XE "World Trade Center" . U.S. officials blamed the deadly strikes on Al Qaeda XE "Al Qaeda" , a network of Islamic extremists partially based in the Asian country of Afghanistan. In response to the attacks, President Bush demanded that Afghanistan hand over reputed Al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden XE "Osama bin Laden"  and other prominent terrorists to U.S. authorities. At that time, the Taliban, a fundamentalist regime with natural sympathies toward Al Qaeda, governed Afghanistan. The Taliban refused to surrender bin Laden, prompting the U.S. and its ally Britain to retaliate by bombing Afghanistan in October 2001. The U.S. also lent support to native rebel forces in Afghanistan that launched a ground offensive against the Taliban. The goal of the U.S.-led attack, dubbed Operation Enduring Freedom XE "Operation Enduring Freedom" , was to drive the Taliban from power and eliminate Al Qaeda's core leadership.

By the end of 2001, the U.S. and its coalition of allies had effectively ousted the Taliban and replaced it with a more democratic, pro-U.S. Afghan government. Coalition forces XE "Coalition forces"  also succeeded in capturing or killing many alleged terrorist XE "terrorist"  leaders, but bin Laden evaded capture and remains at liberty. Despite bin Laden's escape, the U.S. war effort in Afghanistan initially enjoyed strong public support. For example, a November 2001 Gallup poll found that nearly 90% of respondents agreed with the decision to send U.S. troops to that country. Many observers agreed that the Taliban had been an oppressive, pro-terrorist entity, and argued that the U.S. had acted correctly in overthrowing its regime. Therefore, U.S. policy in Afghanistan was fairly popular during the 2001 conflict and its immediate aftermath.

Early in the 2008 presidential campaign, then Senator Barack Obama (D – Illinois) advocated increasing the level of U.S. troops in Afghanistan. Many critics have argued that the conflict in Iraq has taken the U.S. focus off the war in Afghanistan. Indeed, they argue, terrorists gathering in Afghanistan present a dire threat to American security. Obama, who, as an Illinois state senator, opposed the Iraq conflict from the start, has argued that "we took our eye off the ball" in Afghanistan by invading Iraq XE "Iraq" .

After becoming President, Obama announced that his administration would conduct a comprehensive review of the situation in Afghanistan and would announce a new strategy for prosecuting the war. Obama also stated his intention of sending an additional 17,000 troops to Afghanistan starting in the summer of 2009. In a statement released by the White House, Obama said, "This increase is necessary to stabilize a deteriorating situation...which has not received the strategic attention, direction and resources it urgently requires." Shortly after he took office, President Obama followed through on his promise.

Supporters of a troop increase insist that the security of U.S. citizens depends on the establishment of a stable, secure government in Afghanistan. If the Taliban XE "Taliban"  retakes the country, they argue, terrorists will have free rein to plot attacks against the U.S., as they did prior to September 11. Critics of Obama's plans for Afghanistan, however, argue that the situation there has deteriorated to the point where it is unsalvageable. Military incursions into Afghanistan, they argue, have failed in the past. They insist that the U.S. will never be able to conquer a determined group of insurgents willing to risk their lives to expel foreign troops from their country. Others have criticized Obama for committing additional troops to Afghanistan before finishing his comprehensive review of the U.S. strategy there. Despite such criticism, Obama insists that additional troops are needed as soon as possible to bolster U.S. forces currently struggling to maintain democracy in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan has had a turbulent political history over the past several decades. A coup in 1978 established a communist regime in the country. That government, however, faced an insurgency from Islamic resistance fighters. In 1979, the Soviet Union began sending soldiers into Afghanistan to bolster the communist government headed by Babrak Karmal. The U.S., in turn, backed the mujahideen – a coalition of militant Islamic fighters determined to oust foreign troops from Afghanistan. The U.S. provided weapons, financial support and training to mujahideen fighters. Thus began a so-called "proxy war XE "proxy war" " between the U.S. and Soviet Union; such conflicts – in which the U.S. would back one side, while the Soviet Union would support the opposite side – were relatively common during the Cold War XE "Cold War" , an ideological conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union that dominated global politics for most of the latter half of the 20th century. The Soviet war with Afghanistan ultimately dragged on for more than nine years and became, according to New York Times journalist Bill Keller, "a domestic burden and an international embarrassment for Moscow." After the Soviets pulled out of Afghanistan in 1989, the country fell into disarray, with warring factions battling for control of the nation.

In 1996 the Taliban took control of Kabul XE "Kabul" , Afghanistan's capital, and seized power in the country. The Taliban governed Afghanistan under a strict Islamist code; even minor crimes were harshly punished, and women received few basic human rights.

The Taliban had been effectively overthrown by the end of 2001. The U.N. established the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) XE "International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)"  to help keep Afghanistan stable; the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) XE "North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)" , a military alliance comprised of most North American and European countries, assumed control of the ISAF in 2003. Afghan tribal leader Hamid Karzai was appointed interim president of the country in June 2002 and became Afghanistan's first democratically elected president in 2004. Although the Taliban had been formally deposed, its forces mounted an armed insurgency against the U.S.-backed Afghan government. Members of the U.S.-NATO coalition have continued to battle Afghan insurgents for several years. Meanwhile, the U.S. public's attention had shifted to the situation in Iraq. The U.S. and its allies invaded that country in 2003 amid claims by the Bush administration that Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein was stockpiling weapons of mass destruction and providing aid to Al Qaeda. Although both claims proved inaccurate, the U.S. easily overthrew Hussein and was faced with the task of maintaining stability as a result of the power vacuum created by his overthrow. As rival factions fought for control of Iraq, the nation became gripped by violence, indefinitely prolonging the U.S. military commitment there. Iraq became the centerpiece of U.S. foreign policy through the end of Bush's tenure in office.

In February 2009, after he became president, Obama announced that he would send an additional 17,000 troops originally scheduled to be deployed in Iraq to Afghanistan. His administration, he announced, was in the midst of a comprehensive review of U.S. military strategy, which some experts believe would result in even more troops being sent to Afghanistan once that review was complete. In fact, Gen. David McKiernan, former top U.S. commander in Afghanistan, requested an additional 30,000 troops by the end of the year. McKiernan was resigned at the request of the Obama administration after the President made a rare decision to remove a wartime commander. Defense Secretary Robert Gates XE "Defense Secretary Robert Gates"  said he seeks "fresh thinking" and "fresh eyes" on Afghanistan and recommended that President Obama replace McKiernan with a veteran Special Operations commander, Lt. Gen. Stanley A. McChrystal. His selection marked the continued ascendancy of officers who have pressed for the use of counterinsurgency tactics (in Iraq and Afghanistan) which is markedly different from the Army's traditional doctrine.

The situation on the ground in Afghanistan has become increasingly complicated. The government of Pakistan XE "Pakistan" , which neighbors Afghanistan, has made several peace treaties with Taliban members who operate in the vast, mountainous region between the two countries. Certain portions of western Pakistan have also adopted Islamic law—the stringent legal system imposed by the Taliban. Coalition forces have argued that in making agreements with the Taliban, the Pakistani government has allowed Taliban fighters to use the border region between the two countries as a staging ground from which to launch attacks on American and Afghan forces. George Packer of the New Yorker magazine has described the situation in Pakistan as "the cancer in the bones of Afghanistan." Experts also believe that the current Afghan government is corrupt, and many view Karzai as having been an ineffective leader. Afghan officials, they strongly suspect, are heavily involved in Afghanistan's illegal opium trade. Additionally, civilian casualties in Afghanistan have risen drastically.
 There was a 40% increase in civilian deaths in 2008, with over 2,000 dying in war-related violence. Many of those deaths have been attributed to air strikes by U.S. forces, turning many Afghan citizens against a continued U.S. military presence in their country. A recent poll revealed that 44% of Afghans want fewer international forces in their country, with only 14% wanting an increase in foreign troop levels. Indeed, Time magazine journalist Mark Thompson has written, "With the Taliban growing in confidence and feeling the wind at its back, the bad news out of Afghanistan just keeps getting worse for the U.S."

Supporters of raising troop levels in Afghanistan argue that winning that conflict is essential to protecting Americans. Eliminating the ease of operation for terrorists in both Pakistan and Afghanistan, they say, is crucial to stabilizing the region. In a speech to the Reserve Officers Association, an organization of military officers and former officers that advises Congress on military matters, Adm. Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said, "We cannot [allow the] al-Qaida leadership which continues to plan against us every single day—and I mean us, here in America—to have that safe haven in Pakistan nor [to] resume one in Afghanistan."

The Obama administration has argued that the U.S. has not sufficiently focused on the conflict in Afghanistan. The war effort, they say, was mismanaged by the Bush administration and must be salvaged. An unnamed Obama administration official told the Washington Post that it is "well acknowledged that the effort in Afghanistan suffered [under Bush] from being under-resourced, with a lack of attention and strategic direction." A Pentagon official who has worked for both the Bush and Obama administrations said, "This administration has a different way of doing business...The Obama White House wants to go about this in a much more methodical way than its predecessor, with decisions about troop levels to be evaluated by more than the military chain of command XE "military chain of command" ."

Some advocates of increasing troop levels in Afghanistan argue that, at the time of the 2001 invasion, then-Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld XE "Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld"  sent too few troops into Afghanistan. U.S. forces, they argue, were ill equipped to pursue Al Qaeda and Taliban fighters as they fled into the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan, a circumstance that continues to plague the U.S. effort there. Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid wrote for the United Arab Emirates newspaper the National that “[t]he American failures in Afghanistan were not foreordained by Afghanistan's unyielding terrain or fractious tribal politics: they were failures of decision-making and commitment in an attempt to achieve ambitious goals with minimal resources. George W. Bush, who disdained "nation-building" as he ran for president in 2000, had no plans to do so in Afghanistan. Indeed, supporters such as Rashid reject comparisons between the current situation there and the situation confronting the Soviet Union in the 1980s. According to Rashid, "the Soviets had no support inside or outside the country when they blundered in with their tanks to prop up an unpopular Afghan communist government that took power by coup." By contrast, Rashid argues, the Afghan people, who loathed living under the harsh rule of the Taliban, overwhelmingly supported the group's ouster. Afghan citizens, he asserts, would welcome a stable democracy. Indeed, supporters insist, not sending additional troops to Afghanistan would signal to the Afghan people that the U.S. was not committed to their long-term security.

Obama has argued that the U.S. will try to avoid repeating earlier mistakes in order to succeed in Afghanistan. For instance, he insists, the U.S. abandoned Afghanistan after Soviet forces withdrew in 1989. U.S. indifference as Afghanistan experienced a series of bloody civil wars contributed to the rise of the Taliban, he asserts. During his 2007 campaign speech in Washington, D.C., Obama said, "[W]e will not repeat the mistake of the past, when we turned our back on Afghanistan following Soviet withdrawal. As 9/11 showed us, the security of Afghanistan and America is shared."

Supporters of raising troop levels in Afghanistan also dispute the assertions, made by some critics, that the Afghanistan war is similar to the U.S. campaign in Vietnam, which raged during much of the 1960s and 1970s. In that struggle, they argue, the U.S. fought to prevent communism from spreading throughout Asia. By contrast, they say, the U.S. goal in Afghanistan is to support that country's democratically elected government. The U.S., they insist, has no desire to remain in Afghanistan for an extended period of time, as it did in Vietnam. Although some experts have argued that the U.S. should eschew combat with the Taliban in favor of negotiations, others have argued that such a move would be impossible. A New York Times editorial stated, "[W]e are deeply skeptical that there is any deal to be cut with Taliban leaders who gave sanctuary to Al Qaeda before 9/11 and would undoubtedly insist on reimposing their repressive, medieval ways, including denying education and medical care to women."

Defenders of U.S. policy in Afghanistan also insist that the large number of civilian deaths there – even those killed by coalition forces – is a result of the Taliban's aggression. They charge that insurgents deliberately place civilians in harm's way, hiding among them and using them as human shields. Lutfullah Mashal, the governor of Afghanistan's Laghman province, says, "The main cause of this is the Taliban.... The population doesn't realize this. They think the Americans deliberately want to kill civilians." In fact, U.S. and Afghan officials have argued that Taliban propaganda has convinced many Afghans that insurgents killed by U.S. strikes were actually civilians.

Supporters assert that the additional U.S. troops in Afghanistan will be used more effectively than coalition troops previously were. For example, they note that, during the Bush administration's management of the war, U.S. special operations forces were diverted from their original mission, training Afghan security forces, to battling insurgents. U.S. officials assert that, with those troops carrying out their intended duties, Afghan forces will be able to fend off insurgents by themselves sooner than expected. Proponents of a troop increase concede that success in Afghanistan will ultimately be achieved through political means. However, they note that the U.S. must provide stability for that to occur. Acknowledging that 2009 is going to be "a tough year" in Afghanistan, Gen. McKiernan said, "[W]e do see, with these additional forces, an opportunity to break this stalemate.... I look forward to the arrival of these capabilities and to the further contributions and commitment by the international community." A top Obama administration official anonymously told the Los Angeles Times, "These troops are going to help us counter Taliban territorial advances, deny safe havens and create security for Afghan civilians."

In a February 2009 interview with Canadian television, Obama said, "I think Afghanistan is still winnable.... I think it's still possible for us to stamp out Al Qaeda to make sure that extremism is not expanding but rather is contracting."

Critics of the war in Afghanistan argue that a defeat of U.S. and NATO forces there is unavoidable. An entrenched insurgency, such as the one the U.S. is currently fighting, they argue, is almost impossible to defeat. Columnist Richard Reeves wrote for Yahoo! News, "[T]hey will defeat us. They have been there for centuries, and they will be there for centuries more. They have no place else to go. We do and we will."
 Some observers stress that the U.S. cannot help establish a stable state in Afghanistan no matter how many troops it deploys there. Boston University international relations professor Andrew Bacevich told the New York Times that “[t]here's clearly a consensus that things are heading in the wrong direction.... What's not clear to me is why sending 30,000 more troops is the essential step to changing that. My understanding of the larger objective...in Afghanistan is to bring into existence...a modern cohesive Afghan state. Well, it could be that that's an unrealistic objective. It could be that sending 30,000 more troops is throwing money and lives down a rat hole.”

Critics say that if the U.S. stays in Afghanistan, it is destined to repeat the mistakes of the past. The current situation there looks increasingly similar to the conditions of the 1980s. Indeed, they say, the U.S. is already making some of the same mistakes that it did then. They note that, during the Soviet-Afghan war, the U.S., in aiding the mujahideen XE "mujahideen" , trained and funded many of the members of Al Qaeda and the Taliban that it is now fighting. Similarly, critics argue, the U.S. is currently aiding and arming local militias to fight the Taliban, which could cause future problems. Brahma Chellaney, a professor of strategic studies at the India-based Center for Policy Research think tank, warns, "Mr. Obama must abandon the program to establish local Afghan militias or he risks enlarging the community of gun-toting militants and expanding the militancy-triggered Islamist ruins to Pakistan's east and Afghanistan's west."

Some critics have argued that Obama's stubbornness regarding Afghanistan resembles Bush's with respect to Iraq. Washington Post military reporter Thomas Ricks told Newsweek, "I worry that Obama may be repeating one of the mistakes of the Bush administration, which was persistent, unwarranted, optimism about Iraq. What that means for Afghanistan is that he may not have as many troops or resources available as he thinks."

Others have criticized Obama for committing additional troops to Afghanistan while his administration is still reviewing the current situation there. Tom Andrews of the antiwar group Win Without War claims, "[t]he president is committing these troops before he's determined what the mission is.... We need to avoid the slippery slope of military escalation."

Some experts on the Middle East have argued that the conflict in Afghanistan cannot be settled until peace is achieved between Israel and the Palestinians. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has inflamed the Middle East for decades; the Arab and Muslim world is largely united in its belief that U.S.-backed Israel, which controls the Palestinian territories, forces the Palestinians to live in misery. Bruce Riedel, one of Obama's advisers on the Middle East, has said, "If Palestinians choose to make peace with Israel, the most fundamental point of Al Qaeda's narrative becomes irrelevant.... In other words, making peace between Israelis and Arabs is not only wise policy in its own right, but also an extremely useful strategy for pulling the rug out from under Al Qaeda." Critics of the Afghanistan war argue that, by endangering Afghan civilians and boosting the popularity of the Taliban, the continued U.S. military presence in Afghanistan has strengthened Al Qaeda, rather than weakening it. The U.S. would be better served, they argue, by relying solely on diplomacy in the region.

Others note that the U.S. simply cannot afford to continue fighting in Afghanistan. They assert that, with the American economy in turmoil, the U.S. should not be spending billions of dollars on open-ended military commitments. New York Times columnist Bob Herbert notes that unemployment is skyrocketing and the U.S. banking system has almost completely collapsed. He writes, "[t]he nation as we've known it is fading before our very eyes, but we're still pouring billions of dollars into wars in Afghanistan and Iraq with missions we are still unable to define."

In late February 2009, Obama announced at a speech at the Marine Corps base in Camp Lejeune, Florida, that the U.S. "combat mission in Iraq will end" on August 31, 2010. Although his administration's review of the situation in Afghanistan was still under way as of March 2009, it is expected that Obama will redeploy many U.S. troops from Iraq to Afghanistan, in addition to the 17,000 he had announced earlier. Meanwhile, Obama has agreed with many of his critics that the solution to the conflict in Afghanistan lies in political negotiations between the warring parties rather than military action. He has said, "I am absolutely convinced that you cannot solve the problem of Afghanistan, the Taliban, the spread of extremism in that region solely through military means. We're going to have to use diplomacy." Indeed, in March 2009, Obama signaled a willingness to negotiate with some of the more moderate members of the Taliban. A similar strategy (negotiating with Sunni insurgents in Iraq) helped reduce violence in Iraq, Obama argued.
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Questions for Thought

Has the U.S. failed to stabilize Afghanistan since leading an invasion of that country in 2001 to depose its extremist Taliban regime? Or is current U.S. policy actually working to make Afghanistan more stable and prosperous?

Based on your understanding of the current situation in Afghanistan, do you agree that the country is dangerously unstable, or do you think that such concerns are exaggerated by critics of U.S. policy?

In your opinion, was the U.S. right to attack Afghanistan in 2001? Why or why not? How long do you think U.S. and coalition forces should remain in the country?

What antidrug measures would you favor implementing in Afghanistan? Do you think Afghan farmers should be forced to stop growing opium poppies, even if opium is the source of their livelihood?

How might sending extra U.S. troops to Afghanistan help stabilize the situation there? How might it affect the large border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan?

Topic Questions

Are civilian casualties in Afghanistan acceptable if they help complete the mission?

Would antidrug measures in Afghanistan hurt subsistence farmers?

Has ISAF accomplished the Afghanstan mission?

Further Reading

Check out the CIA World Factbook on Afghanistan: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/af.html 

Read up on the latest from the region in The Guardian (UK): http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/afghanistan 
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“Autism is the fastest growing developmental disability in our nation.” 

~ Mary Bono Mack (R-CA).

“We have met so many people who are dealing with autism. We know we can help each other.” 

~ Kathy Anselmo, a mother of an autistic child and founder of the fundraising project "Auction for Autism" and the nonprofit Our Nicholas Foundation.

“We do know there are important connections between the gut and the brain. But it's also pretty clear that autism is not caused by these gastrointestinal problems.” 

~ Eric Hollander, MD.

Every quarter hour

Autism steals one new child

Return our children

In 2007, the Medical Investigation of Neuro-developmental Disorders XE "Neuro-developmental Disorders"  (MIND) Institute at the University of California at Davis launched an exploration of the causes and earliest signs of autism. The ongoing study, called Markers of Autism Risk in Babies--Learning Early Signs (MARBLES), follows pregnant women who had previously given birth to at least one autistic XE "autistic"  child. Researchers analyze blood samples from the pregnant women, along with tissue samples from umbilical cord blood and placental tissue. After the babies are born, their blood continues to be tested and they are monitored for signs of autism from birth. By uncovering indicators of autism soon after birth, scientists hope to understand what causes the disorder and to eventually figure out how to cure it.1
Autism is a developmental brain disorder. Children with autism often have problems with social interaction and communication and possess heightened sensitivity to certain sights, sounds, textures and tastes. Autistic children may also exhibit behavioral XE "behavioral"  symptoms such as an obsessive focus on narrow topics, short attention spans, an aversion to physical contact, an urgent need for repetition and routine and a predisposition to tantrums. A report published by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention XE "Centers for Disease Control and Prevention"  found that one in 110 children in the United States had autism in 2006 and that the average prevalence of autism among 8-year-olds increased by 57 percent during the study period of 2002-2006. The research shows that boys still outnumber girls in autism prevalence. One in 70 boys were diagnosed with the disorder, compared with one in 315 girls during the study period. However, girls diagnosed with autism often had more severe symptoms.2
Part of the increase in cases may be due to a greater willingness on the part of physicians to diagnose the disease. In recent years, the definition of autism has expanded. Doctors now refer to "Autism Spectrum Disorders XE "Autism Spectrum Disorders" ," (ASDs) which include autistic disorders and four other "Pervasive Developmental Disorders XE "Pervasive Developmental Disorders" " (PDDs). Individuals with disorders that fall under the ASD umbrella have difficulties interacting socially and communicating.3
As more and more Americans are diagnosed with ASDs, public health officials are struggling to keep up with the special demands made by this growing population. "These children are now moving toward adulthood, and a sizeable percentage of them have not developed the life skills that would allow them to live independently," says Irva Hertz-Picciotto, the principal investigator in the MARBLES study.4
Some scientists and medical professionals have called for an increased effort to identify signs of autism in infants and toddlers, so that treatment might begin earlier in life. Those who oppose more early inspection argue that attempting to diagnose autism too early could result in an increase in false positives XE "false positives" . 

Doctors want to be sure about their prognostications but should pediatricians and medical specialists attempt to diagnose autism in infants and toddlers in order to implement treatment earlier? Or are the symptoms of autism too wide-ranging and variable for the condition to be accurately diagnosed at such a young age, when children's minds and behavior are still developing?

Advocates of diagnosing XE "diagnosing"  autism in children under three argue that children that young will respond more readily to treatment such as behavioral therapy, because the brain at that stage of life is more malleable. With early treatment, doctors can blunt the symptoms of autism much more effectively, allowing the child to live a more normal life, advocates note. Furthermore, proponents contend, making autism screening in toddlers standard practice will give concerned parents an opportunity to consult with specialists trained to recognize the disorder, and early diagnoses will allow parents to prepare for their children's educational and medical needs as they grow up.5
Some medical professional argue that doctors could easily misdiagnose children who are late developers, or simply late talkers, as autistic. Many of those children would be unnecessarily subjected to autism treatments, which are time-consuming, expensive and stressful for both children and parents. Furthermore if the treatment of an infant or toddler is deemed "successful" as the child grows older, there would be no way of knowing if the treatment worked or if the child was simply misdiagnosed as autistic.6
In 1943, U.S. psychologist Leo Kanner created the diagnosis of "early infantile autism" to describe children who had underdeveloped language skills and lacked social skills. Previously, such children might have been diagnosed as either "mentally retarded XE "mentally retarded" " or "emotionally disturbed." In order to diagnose autism, doctors refer to a checklist of symptoms described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). Health care professionals trying to determine if a child is autistic often conduct an extended interview with parents or caregivers to record their observations of the child's development, and then observe the child performing play-based tasks.7
Some observers criticize the diagnostic process as being overly subjective and prone to error. The imprecision autism diagnosis springs in part from the fact that scientists have not yet found a definitive genetic or biological marker for the disorder. As Catherine Lord, a senior research scientist at the University of Michigan Autism and Communication Disorders Center in Ann Arbor, writes, "Because we do not know the causes, ASD diagnoses are based purely on observations or reports of behaviors."8 

An additional hurdle to the accurate diagnosis of autism is a scarcity of pediatricians XE "pediatricians"  sufficiently trained at recognize the disorder. According to an article in the journal Pediatrics, "[M]any physicians have limited knowledge of the presentation, prognosis and treatment of ASD.... They therefore often delay for extended periods of time before referring families of children with ASD to specialists for assessment." Diagnosing infants or toddlers as opposed to older children is particularly difficult because very young children lack certain social and communication skills whether they are autistic or not.9
Nevertheless, the University of Florida revealed the preliminary results of a 1998 research study which suggested that doctors could accurately diagnose infants younger than six months as autistic. Lead researcher Dr. Philip Teitelbaum drew his conclusion by reviewing home videos of infants who were diagnosed as autistic later in life and infants who developed normally. He noticed differences between the two groups of babies in the ways they rolled over, sat up, crawled, stood and walked. Later, Teitelbaum suggested that doctors could use motion analysis XE "motion analysis"  to diagnose autism in infants, even when their communication and social skills had not yet developed.10
Scientists do not know the specific cause or causes of autism disorder. Most researchers, however, believe the disease has a genetic or environmental basis, or results from the interaction of genetic and environmental factors. In July 2006, a study published by researchers at UC Davis and UC San Diego in the Journal of Neuroscience found that autistic people have unusually low numbers of neurons in the amygdala XE "amygdala" , the region of the brain that regulates emotion. Using magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) XE "magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)"  technology, earlier research had found that children with autism most often have an enlarged amygdala and a larger brain overall. Both findings pointed to some kind of structural abnormality in autistic brains, but scientists did not know whether the abnormality was a symptom or a cause of the disorder.11
The symptoms of autism can be controlled or at least tempered through behavioral therapy, psychiatric drugs or a combination of the two treatments. Behavioral therapy and structured educational programs help autistic children develop the social skills needed to interact with others in daily life. A common form of therapy, called Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) XE "Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA)" , uses one-on-one interaction between the child and parent, often supervised by behavioral psychologists, to encourage desired behavioral traits. The treatment aims to help autistic children develop "normal" social skills by rewarding good behavior and ignoring -- but not otherwise punishing -- bad behavior. Intervention therapy is conducted year-round, and often requires a minimum of 25 hours a week. Autistic patients may also need speech therapy to overcome language disabilities. Behavioral therapy is especially important in children with undeveloped language skills. The effective use of ABA can teach young children how to express themselves through words, signs or pictures.12
In 2007, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) XE "American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)"  recommended that every child be screened twice for autism before the age of two. According to the AAP, "The sooner autism is identified, the sooner an intervention program can start."13 However, a study published in the Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry in May, 2009 found that the median age at which children were diagnosed with autism was much closer to six than to two.14
The AAP identifies several developmental warning signs in children under two of which pediatricians and parents needed to be aware. Those signs include a baby's failure to make eye contact; failure to point to an object to attract its parents' attention to that object or failure to turn to look at an object at which others are pointing; failure to respond to its name; and an absence of typical baby babbling. Additional "red flags" are the absence of spoken single words by the time the baby is 16 months old, or the sudden loss of language skills at any age.15
Proponents of diagnosing autism in infants and toddlers argue that even children that young can show clear signs of autism, including the failure to meet certain developmental milestones. That notion is supported by organizations like the National Institute of Mental Health, as well as by experts such as Paul Shattuck, an assistant professor of social work at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri. Shattuck writes, "[T]he average age of autism diagnosis is nearly six years old, which is three to four years after diagnosis is possible."16
Researchers who advocate diagnosing autism earlier in life argue that the earlier the diagnosis, the more effective the treatment will be. Some skills, such as language or motor skills, are easier to teach at a very young age, supporters contend, and through intense behavioral therapy early in life, doctors can subdue the symptoms of autism until they are hardly noticeable. Sally Rogers, a psychologist and autism specialist, told CBS's 60 Minutes that, through behavioral therapy, she had taught a three-year-old diagnosed with ASD to interact with other people through a process of reconditioning XE "reconditioning"  -- kind of like rewiring the brain. "I think we certainly are creating new connections in the brain. That's what learning is," Rogers says.17
Advocates also note that the recent application of such diagnostic technology as eye sensors has improved doctors' ability to detect signs of autism in toddlers and infants. Researchers at the Yale University School of Medicine used eye-tracking technology to search for signs of autism in two-year-olds. In findings published in the March 29, 2009, issue of Nature, the research team said that autistic two-year-olds demonstrated certain telltale signs, such as paying more attention to animated characters' lips than to their eyes while watching cartoons. “The eye-tracking data revealed that typically-developing two-year-olds perceived human motion in these moving points of light. They saw people. But children with autism were insensitive to the socially relevant cues in that motion, and they focused instead on physical cues that typically-developing children disregarded," says Yale research scientist Warren Jones.18 

Proponents contend that early autism diagnosis can reduce or eliminate long-term financial costs by enabling treatment to begin earlier and possibly preventing the disease from ever becoming full-blown. According to the Wall Street Journal, "While early intervention for autism can increase the financial burden on parents, it could potentially reduce costs in the long run if therapy succeeds in reducing an autistic child's symptoms." In addition to reducing treatment costs early autism diagnoses allow parents to better plan for their child's special education. All public schools are legally required to create individualized educational programs for special education students through an agreement between their parents and the school.19
A diagnosis of autism at such a young age is largely based on the absence of certain developmental skills XE "developmental skills" , rather than the presence of symptoms, making it harder for doctors to determine if the child is truly autistic or just not exhibiting certain skills yet. Wendy Stone, an autism researcher at Vanderbilt University, told the Monitor on Psychology, "There could be lots of reasons you're not seeing a behavior. You could not be seeing it because it's not developing, or it could be that the child is not showing it to you at that time." Some critics claim that attempting to apply the diagnostic checklist to young children can lead to false diagnoses, especially among late-talking children. Vanderbilt professor Stephen Camarata, who studies late-talking children and claims to have encountered many children who had been wrongly diagnosed, says, "While it is relatively easy to identify a five-year-old as autistic, it is much more difficult to reliably diagnose a preschooler or toddler."20
False diagnosis XE "False diagnosis"  can put children through unnecessary emotional stress. Intense behavioral therapy, which can consist of many hours a week of demanding skills instruction, can be overwhelming for young children. Thomas Sowell (pronounced so it rhymes with "Joel"), a senior fellow at the Hoover Institution, a conservative think tank based at Stanford University, argues that too many late-talking children have been falsely diagnosed as autistic. Sowell writes, "There is already considerable evidence of false diagnoses of preschool children as autistic, and the treatments inflicted on them can be abusive, with incalculable negative effects on their development."21 Sowell continues, "[t]he very definition of autism has been expanded in recent years to include what is called 'the autism spectrum.'" What this means, among other things, is that there is now far more wiggle room for those whose diagnoses have proved to be wrong, who refuse to admit it, and who are now even more unaccountable.22
At the MIND Institute, a team of researchers is conducting a large-scale study on the environmental and genetic causes of autism. The study, Childhood Autism Risk from Genetics and the Environment (CHARGE), is examining how certain metals, pesticides and infectious agents may be linked to the steep rise in the number of children diagnosed with autism in California. "If we're going to stop the rise in autism in California, we need to keep these studies going and expand them to the [greatest] extent possible," says Hertz-Picciotto, who claims that the sevenfold increase in autism cases cannot be attributed solely to changes in how the disorder is diagnosed.23
On September 30, 2009, President Barack Obama announced a $92 million in new federal funds for autism research, hoping that further research will "lead to greater understanding, early interventions, more effective treatments and therapies to help these children live their lives and achieve their fullest potential."24 
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Questions for Thought 

· Should autism be diagnosed in children under the age of three? Are early diagnoses more likely to be inaccurate? 
· Do you think the recent rise of diagnosed autism cases is due to an actual "epidemic," or is it because doctors understand the disorder better, and diagnose it better? 
· Some observers think psychiatrists and other medical health specialists diagnose autism too hastily in children. Sometimes autism can be diagnosed for those who simply have personality quirks. Do you agree with this concern? 

Further Reading 

Check out the MARBLES study being conducted by UC Davis here: http://marbles.ucdavis.edu/ 

Read: Teitelbaum, Osnat and Philip. (2008) Does Your Baby Have Autism? (New York; Square One Publishers). 

The National Institutes of Mental Health keeps an excellent online booklet about autism. Access it here: http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/autism/complete-index.shtml 
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Almost 10,000 birds were slaughtered in Bangladesh in the last two months of 2008, as the impoverished country faces a new outbreak of deadly avian flu. Bangladesh was hit hard by bird flu in February 2007 and the virus made a comeback in January. 50 of the country's 64 districts were affected and more than a million birds were slaughtered. Industry officials said that outbreak led to the closure of 40 percent of the nation's poultry farms and left half a million workers jobless. The flu crippled one of the world's largest poultry industries and hobbled Bangladesh's economy, which produces 220 million chickens and 37 million ducks annually.

Avian influenza is an infection caused by bird flu viruses. These influenza viruses occur naturally among birds. Wild birds worldwide carry the viruses in their intestines, but usually do not get sick from them. However, avian influenza is very contagious among birds and can make some domesticated birds, including chickens, ducks, and turkeys, very sick and kill them. Infection with avian influenza viruses in domestic poultry causes two main forms of disease that are distinguished by low and high extremes of virulence. The “low pathogenic” form may go undetected and usually causes only mild symptoms (such as ruffled feathers and a drop in egg production). However, the highly pathogenic form spreads more rapidly through flocks of poultry. This form may cause disease that affects multiple internal organs and has a mortality rate that can reach 90-100% often within 48 hours.

Right now the disease is only communicated by direct contact between human beings and infected birds, but many are concerned that the virus may become contagious between humans. If that happens and we are unprepared with vaccines or other precautions, we may face a plague of Biblical proportions.

A lethal strain of avian influenza has resurfaced in Hong Kong, India, Indonesia and Cambodia, raising the threat to humans as the traditional winter flu season approaches. Government workers destroyed poultry at a Hong Kong farm after dead chickens – including some vaccinated birds – tested positive for bird flu. Authorities in India's northeastern Assam state said they will cull 200,000 chickens after a fresh outbreak there of the bird flu strain known as H5N1. Hong Kong is coping with the first appearance of H5N1 on its poultry farms in more than five years. It quarantined a chicken farm and culled 80,000 birds. In Indonesia, the World Health Organization (WHO) confirmed two new cases of human bird flu on Tuesday, while in Cambodia, a 19-year-old has been confirmed with the virus, the country's first human case in more than 18 months, the WHO and Cambodian government said. Bird flu remains a threat primarily to poultry, not humans, among whom it is poorly transmitted. Since a peak in 2006, the number of confirmed human cases of H5N1 bird flu reported to the WHO has tapered off, with 38 cases this year – the majority in Indonesia – leading to 29 deaths.

The scientific community is not idle in the face of this threat. A research team at the University of Maryland has developed a universal flu vaccine that can also protect birds and mammals from avian flu. The team used isolated genes from the H9N2 virus to create the vaccine "backbone," adding specific genes from other strains to customize the vaccine as needed. 

Making a better animal vaccine will make it easier to protect humans from a viral mutation. Research on bird flu has been a big focus in the vaccine development field for several years now. Public interest peaked a couple of years ago, when fears of a human outbreak spiked as governments rushed to stockpile drugs that had only a marginal chance of protecting their populations. But every flu season, new human cases and fresh outbreaks in bird populations in Asia spur fresh attention. This year, indications that bird vaccines are losing their ability to protect poultry in Hong Kong have raised new worries that a mutation in the virus could trigger a pandemic.

Fearing the introduction of infectious diseases into Hawaii, the state in November 2005 became the first in the nation to set up a passive airport surveillance program for Hawaii-bound international travelers. The program is aimed at intercepting passengers with possibly infectious diseases such as bird flu or severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) before they can expose a broader population. Pilots must notify the airport tower if they have a potentially ill passenger on board, and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's Quarantine Station is called to evaluate the passenger at the gate. Those who have fever and respiratory symptoms are asked to be tested for flu.

Although some birds have demonstrated a resistance to it, a European agency endorsed the “Baxter” Celvapan vaccine for marketing broadly as being safe and effective against the avian influenza. Because of limited manufacturing capacity for vaccines, several countries have stockpiled Baxter's vaccine along with bird flu vaccines made by other companies in the event of a pandemic outbreak. In Europe, the United Kingdom and Austria signed contracts to stockpile Baxter's vaccine. Celvapan has other benefits. Unlike the traditional decades-old, egg-based production used by other flu vaccine-makers, Baxter uses a cell-based technology that can produce vaccines quicker and in large quantities. The method could enable Baxter to produce dosages faster in the event of a flu pandemic, the company that produces the vaccine has said. Baxter is also in final stage clinical trials for a vaccine to prevent seasonal influenza that uses the company's cell-based technology, which could help boost production and prevent flu vaccine shortages that have arisen in recent years.

The latest outbreak in Hong Kong is particularly alarming because some of the chickens killed by the virus appear to have been vaccinated against it. Lo Wing-lok, president of the Hong Kong Medical Association and an expert on infectious disease, says that Hong Kong uses an older version of the H5 vaccine than mainland China, where there are more frequent outbreaks and farmers vaccinate poultry specifically against the H5N1 strain of the virus. While the older, umbrella vaccine has proven effective in the past, Dr. Lo says it may be losing its potency as newer strains of the virus spread around the region. A new study by University of Hong Kong microbiologists of a virus outbreak found that chickens that had been vaccinated against the H5 virus had only one-quarter as many antibodies as those vaccinated in 2001. Yuen Kwok-yung, head of the University's microbiology department and an expert on avian flu, warned recently that the vaccine may be approaching total failure.

It sounds like a M. Night Shyamalan movie: An epidemic plague that jumps the species barrier and starts reproducing uncontrollably. Millions and perhaps hundreds of millions die as a scary wind blows a piece of paper through a vacant street, demonstrating the emptiness and desolation wrought by the flu. People's faces, lighted blue by the theater movie screen, show their fear. The flu's threat may be insignificant, magnified into significance by hyper-concerned scientists. Or this may be a looming global crisis. Either way I would keep tabs the avian influenza.

Further Reading:

Voice of America News maintains a page dedicated to tracking news about the Avian flu. Check it out here: http://www.voanews.com/english/avian_flu.cfm
The World Health Organization answers frequently asked questions about the avian flu. You can read all about it by visiting here: http://www.who.int/csr/disease/avian_influenza/avian_faqs/en/
Questions for Thought:

What incentives to farmers have to report dieing poultry on their farm if their chickens are their only livelihood? How can regional governments counter these perverse incentives?

What impact will the poultry culling have on Asian chicken farming in a year? Ten years?

Is the Avian Flu the new SARS?
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"Any of these proposals has an element of bailout. They are subsidizing companies that are running at a deficit."

 ~ Richard Gilbert, professor of economics at University of California, Berkeley.

“It's not a bailout, ... It accomplishes two purposes: It provides the funding to revitalize the utilities, but it lets ratepayers know they will gain as the utilities gain.”

 ~ Gray Davis, former governor of California, on the state's energy bailout after price instability in 2000 and 2001.

It was September 11, 2008. Seven years after the terrorist attacks on New York, Washington D.C. and Pennsylvania. At work, school and home, Americans were taking a moment of silence to commemorate those who died that fateful day and to remember the bravery of the emergency response teams who answered the crisis and saved lives. While we mourned, another catastrophe was brewing, one which would again dominate headlines, cause panic and encourage brash decisions. Like the attack seven years prior, this September 11 had been brewing for several years and prominent political leaders warned that it was inevitable. But the right people failed to heed the warning. On that day, the Lehman Brothers, a global financial services firm, called staff at its London Canary Wharf office to a meeting where it announced that it would file for bankruptcy. That day Lehman Brothers shares tumbled by about 40 percent as Wall Street questioned whether the 158-year-old American institution would survive because of its failure to sell assets to cover losses from toxic real estate investments. The once bellwether financial services firm soon joined the ranks of mortgage lenders Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae and started a global avalanche of collapses that included prominent institutions such as Merrill Lynch, AIG, Washington Mutual, NetBank, IndyMac, Bradford and Bingley, and a growing list of smaller regional and local banks.

Was this the case of malfeasance on the part of one group of people or are several groups culpable? Was there negligent oversight on key sectors of the economy? Could regulatory agencies have done more to protect our economy from decline? Was there over-regulation? As is often the case when financial markets go awry, the answer is likely "all the above."

The market we are experiencing today is a byproduct of the market of six years ago. Rewind back to late 2001, when fear of global terror attacks roiled an already-struggling economy, one that was just beginning to come out of the recession induced by the tech bubble of the late 1990s. In response, during 2001, the Federal Reserve began cutting rates dramatically, and the fed funds rate was cut to 1% in 2003, which in central banking parlance is essentially zero. The goal of a low federal funds rate is to expand the money supply and encourage borrowing, which should spur spending and investing. It worked, and the economy began to steadily expand in 2002.

As lower interest rates worked their way into the economy, the real estate market began to work itself into a frenzy as the number of homes sold - and the prices they sold for – Increased dramatically beginning in 2002. At the time, the rate on a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage was at the lowest level in nearly 40 years, and people saw a unique opportunity to gain access into one of the cheapest source of equity available. If the housing market had only been dealt a decent hand - say, one with low interest rates and rising demand - any problems would have been fairly contained. Unfortunately, it was dealt a fantastic hand, thanks to new financial products being spun on Wall Street. These new products ended up being spread far and wide and were included in pension funds, hedge funds and international governments.

The asset-backed security (ABS) has been around for decades, and at its core lies a simple investment principle: Take a bunch of assets that have predictable and similar cash flows (like an individual's home mortgage), bundle them into one managed package that collects all of the individual payments (the mortgage payments), and use the money to pay investors a coupon on the managed package. This creates an asset-backed security in which the underlying real estate acts as collateral.

Then a deadly element came into the picture: Banks became awash with so much cash and were competing with others in bringing in new business. They got sloppy. They started peddling loans to any takers, with little regard to the borrowers' capacity to pay them back. Subprime borrowers lined up. The banks were more than happy to take them in. House values were "always" going up so who cared about downpayments?

When the housing market bubble burst, all financial institutions holding mortgaged backed securities were hit. Because subprime mortgages were packaged with more secure assets and held by a wide range of banks, hedge funds and pensions, the dire financial impact was widespread, not just for the banking industry but for the economy as a whole. 

So who is to blame? Is it the federal reserve for cutting interest rates too much? Banks for being too lenient with mortgage approvals? Home buyers for purchasing beyond their means? Financial institutions for packaging subprime loans with other securities? Regulatory agencies for failing to enforce rules which might have halted this debacle? Or is it an unfortunate collection of the groups? Does anyone escape from this without mud on their face?

Many contemporary economists are comparing today's recent collapse with the investment bubble that precipitated the Great Depression. Indeed, the number of failed banks, rising unemployment rate and drop in industrial production accompanied both economic downturns. But let's look at the numbers more specifically:

In the Great Depression, 13 million people became unemployed as the unemployment rate reached 24.9% of the 11,385,000 strong workforce.

Industrial production fell by nearly 45% between the years 1929 and 1932 and homebuilding dropped by 80% in the same period. 5000 banks went out of business, an average of over 600 per year.
 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics November report showed rising unemployment nationally. Household survey data revealed that both the number of unemployed persons (10.3 million) and the unemployment rate (6.7 percent) continued to increase in November. Since the start of the recession in December 2007, as recently announced by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), the number of unemployed persons increased by 2.7 million, and the unemployment rate rose by 1.7 percentage points.
 Some states have even higher unemployment. California, the world's seventh largest economy, has an unemployment rate pushing 9%, while Michigan with its crippled automobile industry leads the nation at 9.6% and Rhode Island settles in at 9.3% after job cuts this year in retail, manufacturing and services.

Wikipedia maintains a list of banks that have declared bankruptcy or been acquired since the NBER-announced recession. According to the list, between December 2007 and December 2008, some 80 banks worldwide fell into this category, including some of the big financial market names mentioned above.

While more banks collapsed during the Great Depression, the financial institutions filing for bankruptcy protection or closing their doors altogether tend to be larger and more affluent then their 1920s predecessors. It behooves us to examine the numbers behind today's downturn more closely.

Those numbers are grim. A Global Economic Monitor report said that "it should be emphasized that an overall contraction in the global economy is a truly weak outcome, and the first time this has happened in the post-1960 period." The GEM, a publication of the Institute for International Finance is usually more reserved with its prognostications and rarely this moribund. It forecasts that mature economies like the United States, the 15-nation Eurozone and Japan that are now in recession will contract a hefty 1.4 percent. Growth in those economies was a mere 0.9 per cent this year as the global credit crunch that began in mid-2007 exploded in September with the collapse of Wall Street investment bank Lehman Brothers. The US economy, the world's largest and the center of the financial tsunami, could shrink as much as 1.3 per cent in 2009 after growth of 1.2 per cent this year, according to the projections. The Eurozone would contract more sharply, by 1.5 per cent from 0.9 per cent growth, and Japan would shrink 1.2 per cent after zero growth.

Comparisons in percentage terms are more appropriate when analyzing economic incidents separated by many decades because of changes in the real value of currency and in the size of an economy. Evaluating the Great Depression in percentage terms, between 1930 and 1933, US Gross National Product (GNP) declined by an average of 8.35% per year. Growth was more volatile in general during the Depression and the GNP saw percentage increases that would be astounding to economists today during the middle of the 1930s. In fact average growth from 1934 to 1937 was 8.73% per year.

The sixteen percent swings the economy endured eighty years ago are gargantuan compared to today's recession. Estimated Gross Domestic Product (GDP; GDP and GNP are similar measures of economic output and are highly correlated) growth for 2007 was 2%. Compared to the anticipated decline forecast by the Global Economic monitor, today's recession may only be a 3.4% swing. Nothing to make the Greatest Generation blink.

Facing what appeared to be the economic collapse of our lifetime in an election year, Capital Hill had to respond quickly. The result was several acts of Congress that were kicked off with a bill colloquially referred to as the “700 billion dollar bailout.” Officially titled the “Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP),” Public Law 110-343 allowed the United States Department of the Treasury to purchase nonliquid, difficult to value assets from banks and other financial institutions and make direct equity investments in banks themselves. TARP does not allow banks to recoup losses already incurred on troubled assets, but political officials hope that once trading of these assets resumes, their prices will stabilize and ultimately increase in value, resulting in gains to both participating banks and the Treasury itself. In fact, at the time of passage Congress was optimistically hoping to recoup much of the money dispensed under TARP. Another important goal of TARP is to encourage banks to resume lending again at levels seen before the crisis, both to each other and to consumers and businesses. If TARP can stabilize bank capital ratios, it should allow them to increase lending instead of hoarding cash to cushion against future, unforeseen losses from troubled assets. Increased lending equates to 'loosening' of credit, which the government hopes will restore order to the financial markets and improve investor confidence in financial institutions and the markets.

Freshly minted President Barack Obama wants to build on TARP with an economic stimulus plan of his own. Although he had yet to finalize the details as Gold Book Midseason went to press, reports say the plan may be anywhere from $660 billion to $1.2 trillion dollars, with the expectation that it could grow as it moves through congress. Obama told reporters at a press conference that his team had not “finalized [the] actual plan" but said that his goal was to be “bold”with his proposal.
 

The National Governor's Association asked Congress to consider a stimulus plan that has funds for state Medicaid, infrastructure projects, unemployment insurance and food stamps. The National Governor's Association and National Association of State Budget Officers reported that because of declining revenue, states are cutting overall spending for the first time since 1983 and Medicaid funding could face serious shortfalls in some states if the federal government does not provide relief. According to the report, states as a whole have cut general fund spending by $380 million to $689 billion in the current fiscal year, which began in July for 46 states. Medicaid accounts for 17% of state general fund budgets and 31 states are projecting budget shortfalls totaling at least $30 billion.

As happens whenever funds are given to the apparently needy, several corporate giants expressed their need for a helping hand from the Treasury department. Included in the collection of supplicants were the Big Three automakers. Chrysler, Ford and General Motors, America's automobile manufacturing trifecta, argued that their status as significant contributors to the national economy (especially as manufacturing employers) rendered them eligible to receive bailout funds that were appropriated for the ailing banks. Several industry experts came forward claiming that the failure of any one of the Big Three would be “devastating” and predicting dire consequences if sparse auto sales and cutbacks at dealerships were allowed to continue abetted.
 

Advocates of federal assistance use strong rhetoric, pointing out that for generations, the nation’s auto dealers have been the bellwether for our economy, accounting for almost 20 percent of all retail activity in the country, generating billions of dollars in state and local tax revenue. Dealerships like to point out that when it comes to charity and philanthropy, they are second to none. Scott Holloway, chairman of the New Hampshire Automobile Dealers Association, echoes the feelings of many in the auto industry that “when it comes to sponsoring the local Little League baseball teams and every other kind of endeavor that make up the fabric of a community, they are second to none. And don’t forget child passenger safety. Auto dealers have inspected more than a million child safety seats as leaders of a national campaign to keep children, our most vulnerable passengers, safe. Auto dealers directly employ 1.1 million people, more than the domestic automakers combined. In fact, in many communities, the largest local employer is the auto dealership, with jobs in sales and service and parts and financing — good jobs that cannot be outsourced.”

Responding to the remonstrations, the Bush Administration said it would lend $17.4 billion to General Motors and Chrysler, buying them a few weeks of financial relief. The companies are required to extract enough financial concessions from workers, suppliers, dealers and other stakeholders to demonstrate their long-term viability by the end of March. The deal's ambitious targets for the companies include replacing two-thirds of their debt with stock; using more stock instead of cash to fund retiree health-care obligations; eliminating much-criticized union "jobs banks" that pay laid-off auto workers; and establishing wage structures and workplace rules that are more competitive with foreign rivals. The loan package also requires the administration to drain what remains in the first half of the TARP bailout fund, originally intended to aid the financial industry. But experts say the bailout is just the first step in what could be a long and painful revamping of the three Detroit companies during a recession. The loans may not keep them out of bankruptcy court in the long run as U.S. car sales have plunged to 1982 levels, consumer spending has fallen and buyers continue to have trouble obtaining vehicle financing. In a note to clients, J.P. Morgan auto analyst Himanshu Patel said the Treasury Department's plan has a "nebulous threshold for determining viability by March 31," and he says this "gray language could just as easily be used by the next administration to justify forcing a car maker into bankruptcy" or liquidation.

President Bush approved the bailout despite survey data showing over 60% of American opposed the plan
 and evidence that it will take a lot more than cost cutting and a bailout to get the asphyxiating automakers back on track. Unfortunately, the plans from the car companies offer little in terms of fresh ideas. Instead, they are focused more on slow-selling models, persuading GM’s debt holders to accept stock and getting union wages more in line with those paid by foreign brands in the United States. Industry observers say such moves are necessary in the short term, but no company can keep cutting its way to prosperity. Even President-elect Barack Obama said that Detroit automakers should not “squander the chance” to change their management practices. But the Detroit carmakers also have to find some new hits, just as they did in the 1990s with the S.U.V.’s, minivans and pickups that helped them — along with a national policy that encouraged the cheap gas that fueled the big and profitable vehicles — earn billions. After the spike in gas prices this year, and continuing volatility in oil prices, the car companies’ next great hope may be in fuel-efficient vehicles that they can sell in the hundreds of thousands, not just as niche models, and earn a profit from them.

Ironically, this is not the first time Chrylser is receiving federal bailout. In 1979, Chrysler petitioned the United States government for $1.2 billion ($3.4 billion when adjusted by the Consumer Price Index) in loan guarantees to avoid bankruptcy. The concept was prodded along by Chrysler employees and representatives who had dealerships in their districts and feared the economic impact of the collapse of such a stalwart business. When Congress passed and President Jimmy Carter signed the "Chrysler Corporation Loan Guarantee Act of 1979" in December of 1979 and January of 1980, respectively, it still was not enough to save Chrysler. The military had to purchase thousands of Dodge pickup trucks which entered military service as the Commercial Utility Cargo Vehicle M-880 Series. With this help Chrysler avoided bankruptcy and slowly recovered.

Despite their infamous collapse, mortgage bonds may be back in vogue with investors as a couple of powerful (and still operating) banks announced that it is time to buy the very mortgage bonds that triggered the global credit crunch now that policy-makers are showing fresh resolve to stabilize housing. Bullish outlooks on mortgage bonds, including much-derided subprime issues, from JPMorgan Chase & Co. and Barclays Capital are notable since anyone suggesting the bonds were a good buy over the past year has been humbled in dramatic fashion. Analysts said the timing is right to buy these securities. Many bonds backed by subprime and other risky mortgages are trading below 50 cents on the dollar as soaring delinquencies ramped up expectations of losses. Frozen credit markets and forced sales of mortgage asset-backed securities by investors reducing borrowings have further slammed the bonds, which many analysts argue promise double-digit returns even if the housing slump persists. There are still pitfalls to investing in a market where unexpected events have become the norm, but asset-backed securities rallied in the days after the Treasury announced its TARP to soak up $700 billion in illiquid assets, such as ABS, and then crumbled as the program was redirected to make direct capital injections to banks.

This return to mortgage backed securities demonstrates that there is nothing inherently wrong or bad about the collateralized debt obligation or any of its financial relatives. It is a natural and intelligent way to diversify risk and open up capital markets. Like anything else - the dotcom bubble, Long-Term Capital Management's collapse, and the hyperinflation of the early 1980s - if a strategy or instrument is misused or overcooked, there will need to be a good shaking-out of the arena. Call it a natural extension of capitalism, where greed can inspire innovation, but if unchecked, major market forces are required to bring balance back to the system.

We are just over one year into our recession and have already pledged over a trillion dollars in recovery money to “key” sectors of the economy. Lawmakers are talking about dispensing trillions more. Maybe its time to inflation adjust a time honored adage from former US Congressman Everett Dirksen: “A trillion here and a trillion there, and soon you're talking about real money.”

Further Reading

Check out the Heritage Foundation's backgrounder regarding the 1970s Chrysler bailout and think about how similar the issues are today: http://www.heritage.org/research/regulation/bg276.cfm 

Read the text of the Treasury Department's financial bailout proposal originally introduced on September 20, 2008: http://blogs.wsj.com/economics/2008/09/20/treasurys-financial-bailout-proposal-to-congress/
The Cato Institute asks the question “is the bailout constitutional?” Their answer is here: http://www.cato.org/pub_display.php?pub_id=9729
Read ABC News' Bailout Basics – a factsheet regarding the TARP program – here: http://abcnews.go.com/Business/Economy/Story?id=5932586 

Questions for Thought:

How much aid money is too much? Are there some industries and businesses that should not be bailed out? What are the criteria for bailing out an industry?

If you were looking to purchase a car, would the bailout of GM and Chrysler make you more or less likely to by domestic?

How is the 2008 bailout of Chrysler different than the 1979 loan guarantees?

What sort of economic collapse would the United States suffer if Hank Paulson's TARP didn't pass? Would it rival the Great Depression? Are we experiencing Great Depression-like economic symptoms now?
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Cable Television Regulation
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 “Television: A medium - so called because it is neither rare nor well done.” ~Ernie Kovacs

"They say that ninety percent of TV is junk. But, ninety percent of everything is junk." ~Gene Roddenberry

“Every time you think television has hit its lowest ebb, a new type program comes along to make you wonder where you thought the ebb was.” ~Art Buchwald, "Adding Insult to Injury," Have I Ever Lied to You? 1966

“Just because your voice reaches halfway around the world doesn't mean you are wiser than when it reached only to the end of the bar.” ~Edward R. Murrow

“The invention of print...made it easier to manipulate public opinion, and the film and the radio carried the process further. With the development of television, and the technical advance which it made possible...the possibility of enforcing not only complete obedience to the will of the state, but complete uniformity of opinion on all subjects, now existed for the first time.” —George Orwell, 1984 

In April 1999, the cable industry marked a milestone when the last major price controls XE "price controls"  on cable rates XE "cable rates"  were eliminated nationwide, turning the cable industry into an almost completely deregulated market XE "deregulated market" . Although cable industry officials hailed the end of price controls as a turning point that will ultimately benefit consumers, many consumer advocates warned that its impact could be higher prices, poorer service and greater confusion for cable subscribers XE "subscribers" .

For years, the cable industry has been widely regarded as monopolistic since a single cable company typically owns all the cable wires that crisscross a particular region. Families who want to subscribe to cable have therefore had little choice but to buy cable from their local provider. Because of the potential for cable companies to exploit these captive consumers XE "captive consumers" , the cable industry had traditionally been bound by local, state and federal regulations that keep cable prices in check.
 That began to change in 1996, when Congress passed a sweeping measure designed to deregulate the telecommunications industry. Because advances in technology had made it increasingly possible for telephone, Internet and cable companies to provide one another's services, lawmakers sought to deregulate the various telecommunications XE "telecommunications"  sectors in order to encourage greater competition among them. Proponents promised that deregulation would foster competition, spark technological innovation and expand consumers' options, while at the same time reducing the monthly bills of the nearly 70% of American households that subscribe to cable.

Yet ten years later, many consumer groups complain that those promises have failed to materialize [cable2.jpg]. Between 1996 and 1999, they point out, cable subscription rates increased 26%, or nearly four times faster than inflation XE "inflation" . Without the regulations, cable prices rose even more. According to J.D. Power and Associates, the average monthly cable bill increased 41% between 1998 and 2003, compared to 8% for satellite programming.
 Moreover, a flurry of mergers has fostered greater consolidation in the telecommunications industry, giving rise to a handful of behemoth cable companies that, consumer groups say, command stronger monopolies than ever before.

Joe Stefano wishes aloud that residents of his native Spotsylvania could choose their provider for cable TV, high-speed Internet, and phone service. He points out that Comcast increased his Internet fee from $42.95 to $59.95 per month. Stefano did not like the price hike, but he had no alternative. Comcast has a monopoly in his area. Stefano wrote a letter to the Comcast District in charge of his area, but received no reply. Unfortunately, customer service is often one of the first casualties of monopolies.

The theory of natural monopoly XE "natural monopoly"  holds that "because of structural conditions that exist in certain industries, competition between firms cannot endure; and whenever these conditions exist, it is inevitable that only one firm will survive." Thus, regulation is necessary to dilute the ill effects of the monopoly. Those who assert that cable television is a natural monopoly focus on its economies of scale XE "economies of scale" ; that is, its large fixed costs whose duplication by multiple companies would be inefficient and wasteful. Thus, competitive entry into the market should be proscribed because it is bound to be destructive. According to the Cato Institute, most natural monopolies turn out to be self-fulfilling prophecies. Once a governmental entity has determined that a certain activity is a natural monopoly, it is within its power to so decree by limiting entry into the market to a single producer. Such is the case with cable television.

The typical municipal government XE "municipal government"  will not permit wiring for cable television until it has solicited bids through issuance of a Request for Proposals XE "Request for Proposals"  (RFP), which establishes minimum prerequisites for all bidders (such as channel capacity and allocation, community access, and construction requirements). The bidders tacitly understand that they are bidding for the exclusive right XE "exclusive right"  to serve the community, and base their proposals on an expectation of monopoly profits.
 After submitting proposals, the bidders battle one another through the use of such weapons as cocktail parties, media campaigns, and prominent community advocates known in the industry as "rent-a-citizens." The RFP process itself effectively excludes all but a few companies from offering services to potential subscribers, in that most companies do not have the financial backing to meet the city's articulated prerequisites or to engage in the political gamesmanship XE "political gamesmanship"  involved in nearly every contemporary franchise contest.

When the 1996 Telecommunications Act XE "1996 Telecommunications Act"  was passed, consumer groups warned that the measure would cause a steep rise in cable prices and foster mergers in the industry that would harm consumers. They say that their fears have been borne out during the past three years. Since the act was passed, cable bills have risen an average of 7% a year and prices are projected to rise at least another 5% in 1999, according to the cable industry's own statistics.

The clear losers are the subscribers. Instead of cities purchasing the desired public-interest services and paying for them through general taxes, the costs of the cable company's giveaways are passed along to subscribers through a hidden tax built into monthly rates. A recent study by the Ernst & Whinney accounting firm reveals that typical cable regulatory costs amount to $5.60 per month per subscriber. In addition to rendering cable unaffordable to many, the regulatory burden limits choice, investment, and innovation. These are the costs of replacing market competition XE "market competition"  with political competition XE "political competition" .

Carol Copeland says one of the problems with giving cable companies a monopoly is indecency XE "indecency"  on the television. She writes that if we ever hope to address the problem of indecency on public access television, we must address indecency on cable as well. More than 80 million U.S. households subscribe to some form of cable or multichannel television service, and with the government-mandated digital TV transition, the cable industry stands to gain a windfall of new subscribers, nearly half a million, by some estimates. But those new subscribers need to beware of the hazards posed by welcoming cable into their households. Basic cable has become a kind of Pandora's box for families. Many parents welcome basic cable into their homes because it opens up a whole universe of family-friendly programming. But to access these educational and family-friendly networks such as the Discovery Channel, they also are forced to pay for such channels as MTV and FX that they don't want and that actually make their job as a parent and TV cop much more difficult. Copeland points out that cable networks - which are not bound by the broadcast decency law - lobby their distributors long and hard for the favorable channel positions near the "traditional networks." In effect, networks such as FX and MTV pay to be "lower on the dial." So a family "channel surfing" from one network that is bound to uphold today's decency laws to another is likely to flip through any number of networks that are not held to any standard of decency.

Copeland is upset, in part, because no other media sector requires customers to purchase products they do not want - or even may find harmful or offensive - in order to consume a product they do want. If you go to the newsstand to buy Time magazine, are you also forced to purchase Playboy magazine? Of course not, and if you were, you might go to a different newsstand. So why is it that we cannot pick and choose - and pay for - only the cable networks we want in our homes, Copeland asks. Copeland says cable companies make billions of dollars every year by forcing you to pay them for channels you don't watch, don't want and actually may find offensive. And unlike the newsstand analogy, the programmers force their bundle onto every distributor, whether it is a cable system or a satellite operator. There is no alternative.

The last few years have introduced a new competitor to cable TV, one that the Federal Communications Commission XE "Federal Communications Commission"  could not have predicted in 1999 when few homes had Internet access and almost none had high speed Internet XE "high speed Internet" . Nearly three out of four U.S. households with a phone line have access to the Internet, according to a February 2004 Nielsen//NetRatings survey. In the U.S., 204.3 million people have access to the Internet, or 74.9 percent of the population. As of February 2004, broadband penetration was at 45.15% and has exceeded 50% today.

One way to combat cable's price hikes and programming faux pas is to turn off the tube and turn on the computer. Opt for the lowest level of television service that will give you the national broadcasting channels. Then go out and purchase an S-video cable for your laptop. This allows you to transfer video from your computer to the television. Some older televisions may require a special device to connect an S-video cable. Once that is completed, log on to sites such as Hulu.com (which has a multitude of television shows, past and present, for free).

Competition may be what is needed to halt the cable subscription price hikes. On October 24, 2003 the General Accounting Office (GAO) XE "General Accounting Office (GAO)"  issued a study showing that cable television subscription rates were rising faster than inflation. The study reported that the average monthly cable bill had risen to $36.47 in 2002, up from $26.06 in 1997–a 40% increase. The hike was in part due to the rising cost of programming as well as infrastructure upgrades. However, the study also found that competition led to lower cable rates and improved service. In the 2% of U.S. markets with competing cable providers, consumers paid an average of 15% less on their monthly bill. In markets with a competing satellite television provider, cable rates dropped by around 5%. Broadcast Satellite XE "Broadcast Satellite"  has become a formidable competitive threat to cable and helped encourage intense rate and quality rivalry for video programming consumers. 

A Google search for the term “deregulate cable” comes up with the correction: “Did you mean to search for: “regulate cable”? Even Google's bots can't find any advocates of cable deregulation! Or are there? From the perspective of the cable industry, cable companies' ability to compete has until now been hampered by a thicket of complex local and federal cable regulations that are distinct from the price regulations removed in the late 90s. As long as cable companies are burdened by heavy-handed regulations, they will lack sufficient power or resources to challenge one another or compete in the telephone and Internet markets, cable company advocates intone. Imposing new regulations on cable, they warn, will stifle innovation and the development of services (such as interactive television and greater channel options) that could benefit consumers.

Proponents of cable deregulation, including the National Cable & Telecommunications Association XE "National Cable & Telecommunications Association"  and most congressional lawmakers,
 contend that freeing cable companies from stiff federal oversight is the fastest and fairest way to stimulate competition and lower cable prices. Cable companies, they argue, cannot compete effectively with other sectors of the telecommunications market if price caps and other federal regulations bind them. Cable industry officials dismiss allegations that cable companies have raised prices in order to exploit customers. Although cable companies acknowledge that there have been significant rate increases during the past few years, they contend that those increases were prompted by higher programming costs. Few cable companies actually produce their own television shows, they point out; instead, most programs are bought from private distributors. Cable executives contend that when programming costs rise, they have little choice but to pass the costs on to consumers.

Cable companies feel that costs need to be interpreted more accurately. Bernstein Research notes that if the increased amount of time U.S. households spend watching television is taken into account, and the fact that cable's share of total television viewing has increased, the real price of an hour of cable TV has actually declined by an inflation-adjusted 26% over the past 10 years. In fact, Cable’s bundle of video, high-speed Internet and phone services is 31% cheaper today, on an inflation-adjusted basis, than 12 years ago.
 By using the Price Per Viewing Hour (PPVH) metric – most relevant because it measures actual usage of the service – consumers who subscribed to expanded basic service in 2007 paid just 13.9 cents per viewing hour. Cable’s nominal PPVH has risen very little over the last decade – in 1997, the PPVH was 10.1 cents for expanded basic and 14.2 cents for digital. Further, the quality of the product has improved. While prices have more or less remained unchanged, the typical speed of cable broadband service has risen from 1.5 Megabit/second (Mbps), to 3 Mbps to 6 Mbps, and some providers now offer 12-15 Mbps as the standard level of cable broadband service.

When prices are capped or other regulations burden cable companies, quality suffers, according to Thomas Hazlett, an economist at the American Enterprise Institute (a conservative think tank). Hazlett, co-author of Public Policy Toward Cable Television, points out that when cable rates were capped following the 1992 reregulation bill, the number of new cable subscribers plummeted, largely because the quality of cable programming deteriorated. "Government caps on cable rates may reduce prices but only by retarding service quality," he says. In the effort to cut costs, Hazlett contends, cable operators canceled system upgrades, limited customers' programming options and shifted their focus toward developing premium channels such as HBO, which were not subject to price controls. In addition, Hazlett says cable caps had the side consequence of increasing programming that is unpopular with viewers, such as home-shopping channels.

Cable operators deny that they run monopolies, pointing out that they are facing increasing competition. In addition to newly emerging competition from telephone and Internet companies, cable is confronting strong competition from direct broadcast satellite (DBS) providers, such as EchoStar and DirecTV, and wireless cable, which sends video signals over radio frequencies. DBS providers, the fastest growing segment of the video-transmission market, send television signals that can be received by small satellite dishes affixed to users' homes. Although the installation costs for DBS services are considerably higher than are those for cable installation, dish owners can receive 200 channels or more. In comparison, only about 60% of cable systems offer 54 or more channels.

Moreover, many opponents of regulation point out that, unlike other traditional monopolies such as telephone, electric or water utilities, cable does not provide a service considered essential for modern living. If consumers balk at cable rates or feel that their cable programming is inadequate, they can cancel their service or switch providers without serious consequence. Critics say that there is therefore no need for government regulators to try to artificially lower prices for what is essentially a luxury service XE "luxury service" .

The more we pay for it, the more cable TV looks and feels like a luxury.
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Questions for Thought

How can cable companies claim to be offering a cheaper product while their critics complain of higher prices? Is someone lying or are the numbers misleading? How can the issue be cleared up?

What is a natural monopoly? Can you name one in your community? Does cable meet the criteria for a natural monopoly as described by the Cato Institute? Can you make the argument that it is a natural monopoly?

Do you consider television a luxury? Is television something you watch on special occasions or do you turn it on regularly? Is it fair to compare cable television to a utility?

Sample Topic Questions

Do cable companies face competition sufficient to promote quality service?

Are cable companies price-gouging in the wake of FCC deregulation?

Kevin Martin: Is he governing cable companies correctly?

Should cable TV be subject to the same decency standards that are enforced on broadcast television?

Should the FCC require á  la carte programming instead of bundling channel options?

Further Research

To start your research off, check out the Consumer Federation of America's detailed description of recent cable price hikes here: http://www.consumersunion.org/pdf/CFA103.pdf 

It's dated, but the interesting economic perspective provided by the Cato Institute mean you should check out: http://www.cato.org/pubs/pas/pa034.html 

Check out the NCTA website for fact sheets full of information defending cable companies: http://www.ncta.com/ 
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· Gold Folder Created: August 2009

 “There are many highly successful businesses in the United States. There are also many highly paid executives. The policy is not to intermingle the two.” ~Norman R. Augustine, former Chairman and Principal Officer of the American Red Cross

“Far too many executives have become more concerned with the "four P's" - pay, perks, power and prestige - rather than making profits for shareholders.” ~William Penn, English Quaker and 

“Compensation is a very difficult topic. It is more complex than it seems on the surface. Investors should understand what they are paying executives, but it takes some real research, not just looking at the headline number.” ~Glenn Christensen

“The lowest-paid city employees are barely breaking even. How can you justify bonuses for executive staff who are making over $200,000 a year?” ~Erik Larsen, Polar explorer

“That's the mindset we're trying to fight. The gap is much too large between executive and mainline worker pay.” ~Louis Malizia, 

The issue of executive pay has broad implications for U.S. society, especially as a deep economic recession XE "recession"  grips the country. According to many economic analysts, some of the country's top-earning Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) XE "Chief Executive Officers (CEOs)"  share part of the blame for the current crisis because of their involvement in the adoption of reckless management practices XE "management practices"  that prioritized short-term profits XE "short-term profits"  over long-term prosperity. But many CEOs who exercised extraordinarily poor leadership are still earning multimillion-dollar paychecks. CEOs are not solely responsible for the recession. Many experts believe that tighter oversight from federal regulatory bodies, for instance, might have limited some forms of corporate misbehavior, before they resulted in bankruptcies and government bailouts. But regardless, executive pay – especially for CEOs who mismanaged their companies to the point of collapse – is now a focal point of the debate over the troubled U.S. economy.

Supporters of current executive pay levels say a few greedy CEOs have sullied the image of the responsible majority of executives. Despite the recession, they say, CEOs deserve hefty compensation packages because they have presided over a period of great economic expansion in recent decades, creating jobs, earning money for shareholders and sparking innovation in goods and services.

Backers of uncapped pay for high-level executives note that only a few executive "all stars" can meet the challenge of running a major corporation in the era of economic globalization XE "globalization" . To lure and keep the "best and brightest" corporate leaders, they contend, companies must pay them well.

But critics of current executive pay levels are appalled at how some of the best and brightest have run their companies into the ground. Critics say those CEOs' collective mismanagement and greed set the stage for the current recession, with its millions of job losses and expensive taxpayer-funded bailouts XE "bailouts" . Opponents contend that executive pay should either be limited or linked to job performance to ensure that irresponsible managers are punished, not rewarded. Even in good economic times, critics add, the growing disparity between CEO pay and average worker salaries is bad for society, as it further enriches those who are already wealthy while keeping down lower and middle-class working Americans.

Between the early 1990s and around 2005, the U.S. experienced a period of mostly sustained economic growth, the stock market's XE "stock market's"  value increased and the U.S.'s position as the world's leading economy was strengthened. As company fortunes rose, so did executive compensation as board members of U.S. corporations awarded huge salaries and bonuses XE "bonuses"  to their companies' executives. Many CEO compensation packages also included stock options XE "stock options" , which linked executive pay to the value of company stock. The goal was to motivate executives to exercise solid leadership, improve company performance and increase profit margins. But this pay system encouraged abuses. Some corporate leaders drove up stock prices by misleading, or lying to, their shareholders about company profits. Not only did this attract new investors, but it also allowed executives to sell shares of their stock for inflated prices and greatly increase their personal fortunes. Shareholders, meanwhile, did not question the legitimacy of their growing wealth from rising stock values, even if corporate profits were not being reported accurately.

While the average CEO's compensation soared, the average full-time U.S. worker experienced relative wage stagnation XE "wage stagnation" . Between 1995 and 2005, the median salary for workers increased by roughly 33%, to about $38,000 per year, according to the Business Roundtable, a network of more than 150 top executives. In comparison, median CEO pay during the same period rose by 150% to about $7 million per year. In other words, CEOs went from earning 95 times more than average workers in 1995 to about 180 times more a decade later. Compensation packages for certain corporate leaders were even more eye-popping; in 2005, Lee Raymond retired as CEO of energy giant Exxon Mobil, with a pay package that amounted to $400 million, according to Forbes magazine.

Defenders of skyrocketing CEO pay pointed to rising company profits as proof of successful corporate leadership. According to the Business Roundtable, between 1995 and 2005 median sales for U.S. businesses increased by 50%, to roughly $7 billion per year. Meanwhile, corporate profits jumped 125%, to about $600 million per year in 2005. Lespite the era's economic growth, attempts were made to restrict executive compensation. During the administration of President Bill Clinton, for example, caps were placed on executive base salaries XE "base salaries" . That approach eventually failed, however, because companies exploited a loophole that allowed them to pay executives as much as they wanted through other means. As a result, CEOs were paid mostly via big bonuses and stock options, instead of receiving large traditional base salaries. Congress tried to limit corporate excesses in 2002, with the Sarbanes-Oxley Act XE "Sarbanes-Oxley Act" , passed in response to a number of major corporate bankruptcies. Chief among those failed companies was Texas-based energy giant Enron XE "Enron" , where company executives perpetrated accounting fraud by lying to shareholders about sinking stock values while quietly selling off their Enron shares to enrich themselves. The new law imposed harsher penalties for such white-collar crimes, and mandated more transparency in reporting corporate profits and stock values. In 2006, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) XE "Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)"  also ruled that publicly traded companies had to report the full amount of top executives' compensation packages.

Even with the new corporate accounting laws, the value of many CEO pay packages continued to rise. In October 2007, the U.S. stock market's Dow Jones Industrial Average XE "Dow Jones Industrial Average"  soared to 14,164 points, setting a new record. The market's rise seemed to justify CEOs' management styles, as well as their rising salaries. However, a major sector of the U.S. economy – the nation's housing market – had begun to lose massive amounts of money, triggered by questionable bank lending practices and the accumulation of subprime mortgages XE "subprime mortgages" . The housing collapse in turn sparked a crisis in financial confidence among both consumers, who reined in spending, and banks, which stopped lending. Economic activity declined, triggering a recession XE "recession" . When companies began cutting positions to save money, millions of Americans lost their jobs.

In October 2008, the outgoing administration of President George W. Bush orchestrated a massive $700 billion bailout measure to rescue failing banks and to take bad loans and mortgages off companies' hands. Since taxpayers funded the entire bailout, the public watched closely as events unfolded in Washington, D.C. Top CEOs came to Congress asking for money to save their near-bankrupt companies. They were vilified in the media and criticized for not scaling back their lavish lifestyles in the face of an economic recession. Public anger reached a fever pitch in March 2009 when news broke that insurance giant American International Group (AIG) XE "American International Group (AIG)"  – which had received $170 billion in bailout funds just months earlier – planned to pay $165 million in bonuses to several top-level executives, many of whom were the very employees accused of bringing down the company. Debate intensified over the role of CEO greed in creating the national economic crisis. Upon taking office, President Obama placed a $500,000-per-year cap on total compensation for executives whose companies were bailout recipients.

Some executives, sensing the mounting public anger, forfeited some or most of their compensation. In February 2009, for example, General Electric CEO Jeffrey Immelt said he would not accept a bonus of nearly $12 million for 2008. (The value of his company's stock had plunged more than 50% that year.) Executives at some other companies receiving bailout money volunteered to work for a $1 annual salary. But those gestures did little to curb popular discontent over CEO compensation.

One of the most popular defenses of big CEO pay packages has been that executives possess the rare skill-set required to run a major company. CEOs must juggle various tasks, supporters say, such as boosting workforce morale XE "workforce morale" , generating consistent profits and contending with the sometimes-unpredictable market forces of economic globalization. Since few people have the talent to handle such an array of tasks, qualified candidates rightly command a premium price on the job market, they say. Anthony Smith of the Leadership Research Institute (LRI), a global consulting firm, likens top CEOs to stars in other professions. “Few people can perform like Bono, write like Harry Potter's J. K. Rowling, or golf like Tiger Woods. They have unique talents the free market has decided are worth millions of dollars each year.... [T]hey drive product sales and ad revenue.... Likewise, only a handful of people are capable of leading major multinational corporations with 100,000+ employees and $50+ billion in annual revenue. Bottom line: true stars are in short supply and high demand. It's pure Economics 101.”

Proponents add that if one company does not adequately reward CEOs for their talents, they may leave for another that will pay them what they feel they are worth. Thus, for top executives to be retained and properly motivated, they must be compensated well, even during a recession, backers say. Supporters also reject the idea that the government should limit executive compensation, even for CEOs at companies receiving bailout money. AIG CEO Edward Liddy claimed that the company "cannot attract and retain the best and brightest talent to lead and staff...if employees believe that their compensation is subject to continued and arbitrary adjustment" by the federal government.
 Some supporters insist that a minority of irresponsible CEOs (who have tainted the reputation of business leaders as a whole) largely brought on the economic crisis. Despite the current recession, backers say, most CEOs should be credited with, and rewarded for, driving the nation's robust economic growth over the past 20 to 30 years. Executives made valuable contributions to the U.S. economy during that time by generating new jobs, new wealth and new products, supporters point out. As a result, CEOs deserve the large pay packages they receive, their supporters say.

Finally, other supporters of current executive pay levels insist that they are justified because of the personal sacrifices a CEO makes to run a company. Shareholders XE "Shareholders"  empower a CEO to guide a business, and there is pressure on the CEO to perform and deliver profits on a regular basis, backers say. That constant pressure results in job stress and long days spent at the office away from family members. "The jobs are terrible," says executive compensation attorney Robert Sedgwick. "You have to read about yourself in the paper every day. These people are leaving as soon as they can."

Critics of current executive pay levels contend that some of the so-called best and brightest have been spectacular failures. Those CEOs' collective greed and mismanagement have landed the U.S. in a costly recession, resulting in millions of job losses and expensive government bailouts, they say. Some opponents reject supporters' claim that executives deserve huge pay packages due to a scarcity of elite business leaders. David Lewin, a compensation expert at the University of California at Los Angeles, argues that the boards of directors that set executive pay have been guided by that logic for far too long. "Boards are still way too driven by these claims about shortage of executive talent and the war on talent and if you don't pay enough, they'll leave," he says. "I think those are bogus arguments."

While the Obama administration has capped CEO pay for companies receiving bailout money, some critics say the best way for companies to ensure responsible growth might be to police themselves XE "police themselves" . That means those who own shares of company stock must play a more active and responsible role in setting CEO pay, to ensure that executives stay focused on steady, sustained growth, and not short-term gains, critics contend. "It's the owners of these businesses—the shareholders, as represented by the company directors—who should determine [executive] pay structure," says Jeff Korzenik, chief investment officer of Boston, Mass.-based VC&C Capital Advisors. Opponents add that shareholders are well advised to promote more responsible corporate growth because while their short-term profits might be lower, their stock would be better protected from sudden, massive loss of value.

Meanwhile, other critics say that, regardless of whether the economy is in a recession or expanding, the growing disparity between CEO salaries and average worker pay is bad for society. It heightens class tensions, they assert, while enriching the wealthy at the expense of the nation's working class whose pay levels have stagnated for years. Washington Post economics columnist Robert Samuelson suggests many executives do not need such extravagant pay to perform well. “There is no ideal way to set CEO pay. Any [compensation] system can have bad, unintended consequences. Would Exxon's Lee Raymond have worked just as effectively for $50 million [per year], instead of $400 million [per year]? If so, he was overpaid. By that standard, so are many CEOs,” Samuelson says.”

Despite the daily fluctuations in the value of the U.S. stock market, the long-term prospects for economic recovery are unknown. Some leading economists are even predicting a drawn-out recession that could lead to a fundamental realignment or restructuring of the nation's economy, as some major businesses stay afloat while others go under. Though painful, that sort of realignment could ultimately be beneficial, they say, because it would leave only the best-managed companies standing. How will CEOs weather the current economic storm? If history is any indication, they probably will not do too badly. But their compensation packages may shrink to more modest levels, especially if the government or their companies' shareholders implement pay-for-performance systems. Members of Congress are discussing legislation that would link executive pay to a company's long-term success or failure to encourage more responsible corporate leadership. Implementing that system could also reduce the likelihood that taxpayers will once again be called on to rescue poorly run companies. "We plan to put laws into effect, no question," says Represenative Barney Frank (D – Massachusetts), head of the House Financial Services Committee XE "House Financial Services Committee" . "We have to address this 'heads I win, tails I break even' issue."

Even some defenders of unrestricted CEO pay are warming to the idea. "In the future...we must move closer to a merit-based 'pay for performance' model that will indeed drive greater differentiation," says LRI's Anthony Smith. But he warns that such a model might backfire on those calling for more modest CEO pay, because if a company performs very well in the long term, executives could receive record-breaking compensation. After a pay-for-performance system is established, Smith says, "shareholders must be prepared to award perhaps even larger payouts than we have seen thus far—unless, of course, those shareholders just want a ceiling and no floor."

CEOs can’t lose sight of the major climate shift that has come to hover over the corner office. Transparency XE "Transparency"  and disclosure are the climatic bywords of our time – and shareholders will continue to demand (justifiably) even more openness, and a greater correlation between pay and performance, each passing fiscal year.
 Whether the trend to limit CEO pay and place more government oversight over corporate compensation decisions will continue even after our economy has recovered remains an open question. For now, though, anyone drawing a big salary should worry about intense scrutiny and derision.
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Questions for Thought

Do top U.S. executives deserve huge compensation packages? Or should limits be placed on their pay due to the recession?

Defenders of high executive pay say big salaries and bonuses motivate CEOs to do their jobs well. What do you think? Would business executives work just as effectively for $4 million per year as they would for $40 million per year? Can you make the argument that executives making $40 million annually work less effectively?

Since the nation is experiencing a serious economic recession, do you think high-earning CEOs should voluntarily accept lower salaries to help their companies avoid layoffs? Why or why not?

Sample Topic Questions

Should the government cap executive pay for companies receiving bailout funds?

Should limits be imposed on executive pay packages to rein in corporate excess? 

Should Congress adopt a "pay-for-performance" system, wherein CEOs are rewarded only if they create stable, long-term growth for their companies? 

What involvement should government have in establishing salary controls?

Further Research

Check out what Wikipedia has to say about executive compensation here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Executive_compensation 

Salary.com gives you the ability to search for individual executive pay packages. Conduct a query here: http://swz.salary.com/execcomp/layoutscripts/excl_companysearch.asp 

The AFL-CIO maintains a webpage on this issue here: www.aflcio.org/corporatewatch/paywatch/ceou/database.cfm 

The National Center for Policy Analysis has a great page on economic issues with a several recent articles on the executive compensation topic. Read up here: http://ncpa.org/sub/dpd/index.php?Article_Category=17 
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"A war in the Taiwan Strait would destroy China's international relations overnight. It would destroy Chinese - Japanese relations, not to mention Chinese - American relations." ~William Kirby, Geisinger professor of history and a scholar of Chinese history and culture at Harvard University

"Any Human Rights Council reform that allows countries with despicable human rights records to remain as members, such as China and Saudi Arabia, is not real reform." ~Michael McCaul, (R-Texas)

"Although China and United States are competitors, China and the United States are indeed partners in trade." ~Zhu Rongji, former Premier of the People's Republic of China

"Although my book is banned I am still allowed to go to China and travel. There is no longer the kind of control that Mao used to have - there have been deep fundamental changes in society." ~Jung Chang, Mao Zedong, Mao: The Unknown Story

"America won the Cold War by protecting our strategic resources from the threat of foreign control. We must bring the same attitude to our trade relationship with China." ~Jo Ann Emerson (R-Missouri)

China – the world's most populous nation, with roughly 1.2 billion people – is home to the world's fastest-growing economy. Since the late 1970s, when the Chinese government began implementing a series of economic reforms XE "economic reforms" , the country's export levels have soared, while its domestic production has increased noticeably. Many economic experts predict that in the 21st century, China will overtake the U.S. to become the world's richest and largest economy. As a global manufacturing hub, China produces a variety of goods that can be found in U.S. homes, schools and businesses. Those items, bearing logos reading "Made in China," include televisions, clothing, computers, furniture, toys, textiles, portable electronic gadgets and automobiles. Analysts say that U.S. consumers have purchased large amounts of Chinese-made goods in recent decades because those products are often cheaper than goods manufactured in the United States. China's emergence as an economic power has generated mixed feelings among American lawmakers, businesses and consumers. While some assert that China's growing influence in the global marketplace should not be a source for concern, others say they feel threatened by China's rapid industrialization. Those conflicting outlooks have fueled an ongoing debate in the U.S. about the proper shape of the country's trade policies regarding China.

Since 2000, the U.S. and China have had unrestricted economic relations – known as permanent normal trade relations (PNTR) XE "permanent normal trade relations (PNTR)" . With PNTR, which was approved by Congress, China and the U.S. do not regularly implement protectionist XE "protectionist"  trade barriers against one another (such as tariffs or quotas) that would restrict economic activity between the two nations. The U.S.'s commitment to PNTR with China has proven controversial in recent years, in large part due to the U.S.'s soaring trade deficit XE "trade deficit" . Since the U.S. traditionally imports far more goods than it exports, analysts explain, the U.S. is in debt to a number of countries around the globe. In order to subsidize its appetite for foreign-made goods, the U.S. must essentially take out loans from other nations that must eventually be paid back, with interest.

Supporters of PNTR with China contend that an open economic relationship between the U.S. and China is beneficial to both U.S. businesses and consumers. By maintaining unrestricted trade relations XE "unrestricted trade relations"  with China, proponents say, American consumers can purchase Chinese-made goods at affordable prices. At the same time, backers assert, PNTR allows U.S. companies to freely sell their products in China, one of the world's largest consumer markets. If Congress implemented protectionist trade measures against China, the Chinese government would likely retaliate with similar measures, sparking a trade war between the two countries, some analysts warn. If that scenario became a reality, they say, U.S. consumers would be forced to buy higher-priced products and U.S. businesses would lose an important export market. The U.S., as a longtime champion of free trade, should avoid trade restrictions, and instead work to preserve positive economic relations with China, since that country is currently – and will likely continue to be – an important U.S. trading partner, supporters of PNTR assert.

Critics of PNTR, meanwhile, allege that China's economic growth in recent years has been fueled by unfair trade practices. They charge that the Chinese government has engaged in currency manipulation XE "currency manipulation" , which allows the country to export far more goods than it imports, creating a trade surplus for China at the expense of the U.S. Furthermore, opponents charge, the Chinese government perpetuates human-rights abuses by allowing the nation's workforce to work long hours in substandard conditions for little pay. Critics say that given those circumstances, China should not be rewarded with open economic relations with the U.S., but rather punished with tariffs XE "tariffs" , quotas XE "quotas"  or sanctions XE "sanctions" . Opponents assert that by restricting or taxing Chinese-made goods, Congress will encourage U.S. consumers to buy American-made products instead. As a result, critics say, the nation's trade deficit with China will shrink and the U.S.'s domestic economy will strengthen.

During the last quarter of the 20th century, China's economic growth began to accelerate noticeably. As the country became more industrialized XE "industrialized" , its manufacturing plants became more efficient. Chinese-made goods soon became ubiquitous in many nations around the globe, including the U.S. In the 1990s, American consumers became so fond of Chinese exports that the U.S.'s bilateral trade deficit with China skyrocketed. In 1997, for example, the U.S. imported far more goods from China than it exported to that country, creating a trade shortfall of $50 billion. Since 1974, the U.S. government had been required, under the terms of the Jackson-Vanik amendment XE "Jackson-Vanik amendment" , to review its trade relations with communist countries on an annual basis. At the yearly reviews during the late 1990s, lawmakers focused primarily on China, which was one of the most economically powerful communist nations in existence at that time. Some lawmakers said they were alarmed by China's rapid economic expansion and the resulting increase in the U.S. trade deficit. They advised that the U.S. erect protectionist trade barriers in order to stem the influx of Chinese goods into the U.S. Other lawmakers, however, maintained that China's trade growth would ultimately be beneficial to the U.S., and asserted that the U.S. should embrace China as a normal trading partner, rather than implement restrictions against it.

While Congress deliberated over the shape of U.S. trade policy toward China, U.S. companies sought to make their voices heard in the debate. Generally, analysts said, U.S. businesses in the late 1990s wanted to normalize trade relations with China so that they could gain access to (and sell their products in) that country's vast consumer market. A 1998 advertisement for the oil company Mobil Corp. (now ExxonMobil Corp.) was representative of the mood of many American companies: "The U.S. and others can choose to be partners" in China's economic growth, the ad said, "or they can turn their backs on a nation that is home to 22 percent of the world's people."

In December 2001, China was formally admitted to the World Trade Organization (WTO) XE "World Trade Organization (WTO)"  as the body's 143rd member. Foreign investment XE "Foreign investment"  flooded into China, as companies based in the U.S. and elsewhere competed for development contracts within China or worked to introduce their products to Chinese consumers. Meanwhile, American consumers continued to buy record numbers of Chinese-made products. Since the U.S. had eased quotas and reduced import tariffs during its PNTR negotiations with China, Chinese goods flowed into the country more easily than ever. Consequently, the U.S. bilateral trade deficit with China continued to reach record levels with each passing year. In 2002, the deficit was roughly $100 billion – twice what it had been in 1997. Many critics of PNTR blamed China for the U.S.'s mounting debt, even though the U.S. was experiencing major bilateral trade deficits with other countries as well. Opponents alleged that China's penchant for piracy, as well as the Chinese government's efforts to keep the value of its currency (the yuan) artificially low, constituted unjust economic behavior. In order to investigate China's alleged misdeeds, U.S. Commerce Secretary Donald Evans created an "unfair trade practices team XE "unfair trade practices team" " in September 2003 to investigate the country's trade policies. Evans eventually concluded that piracy and currency manipulation were major problems that hindered the U.S.'s ability to narrow the trade gap with China. He added that China had not been a model member of the WTO either, charging that the country's observance of WTO regulations had been "uneven and incomplete."

Throughout late 2003 and into 2004, anti-Chinese sentiment grew in various sectors of the U.S. economy. The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) XE "American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO)" , a major trade-union federation representing millions of U.S. workers, complained that China's unfair economic practices were sapping hundreds of thousands of U.S.'s manufacturing jobs. Some U.S. business executives, dismayed that PNTR with China had not boosted their companies' overseas sales, began lobbying Congress for import tariffs against Chinese-made products. In April 2005, after prolonged debate, the Senate approved a 27.5% import surcharge on Chinese goods entering the U.S., a move backed by members of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission XE "U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission" . The import-tariff legislation, which passed by a 67-33 margin, received bipartisan support, but still proved controversial. Some observers said the protectionist measure made the U.S. appear hypocritical; though the U.S. traditionally championed free trade around the world, they noted, it was enacting barriers to free trade with China.

Some analysts interpreted the Senate's approval of import surcharges on Chinese goods as a strategic move designed to force China to raise the value of its currency. Since the U.S. was one of China's chief export markets, they said, an import surcharge on Chinese-made goods would deal a potent blow to China's economy. But the Senate was not seriously planning on implementing the tariff, analysts predicted. Rather, the tax legislation was a bluff, designed to scare the Chinese into abandoning its alleged currency-manipulation efforts, they speculated. Within a few months, those analysts' predictions turned out to be correct. In July 2005, the People's Bank of China XE "People's Bank of China"  – China's main bank – announced that it would raise the value of the yuan for the first time in a decade. Though the government raised its currency's value only slightly, it was enough to temporarily placate some critics of PNTR in the U.S. Soon thereafter, the Senate withdrew its import-tariff threat. Nevertheless, trade between the U.S. and China remained wildly uneven. At the end of 2005, the U.S. posted a trade deficit of $200 billion with China, while China experienced a cumulative trade surplus of $150 billion. The discrepancy between the two countries' economic figures led the U.S. to place restrictive import quotas on a variety of Chinese products, such as clothing, televisions, textiles, shrimp and wood furniture. Furthermore, PNTR critics began to complain that China had not increased the value of its currency dramatically enough.

As tensions simmered between the U.S. and China over their economic relations, Chinese President Hu Jintao visited the U.S. during a world tour in April 2006. He acknowledged that the two countries had experienced some difficulties during the past two years with regard to their trade activity, but asserted that the U.S. and China were "fully capable of settling" issues stemming from trade disagreements. Despite his optimistic outlook, however, the Chinese head of state did not mention any potential policy solutions. As the trade gap between the U.S. and China continues to widen, the U.S. has found itself debating the merits and drawbacks of implementing protectionist trade measures against China. While Congress is hesitant to implement measures that could be construed as anti-free trade, the American public has shown in recent surveys that it is ready for the U.S. to adopt a more aggressive stance toward China. When asked whether the U.S. was "too tough, about right, or not tough enough in our business and economic negotiations with China," 57% of Americans responded that the U.S. was not tough enough, according to an April 2006 NBC News/Wall Street Journal poll.

Supporters of PNTR say that despite the U.S.'s sizable trade deficit with China, the U.S. government should not renege on its commitment to free trade. Since U.S. government officials have traveled around the world in recent decades preaching the virtues of free trade, backers say, implementing restrictive trade measures against China would be blatantly hypocritical in the eyes of the Chinese government and the world. Many PNTR proponents assert that Americans' criticism of China's trade practices is misguided. Those backers, who insist that China is not a threat to U.S. interests, decry the fact that some media outlets continue to propagate the idea that China, as a powerful communist nation, is aiming to gradually overtake the U.S. in terms of global leadership. In the view of Fred Hu, a managing director at a Hong Kong branch of Goldman Sachs Group Inc., there are more similarities than differences between the U.S. and China. He elaborates, saying that “[t]he average American still paints China in red: a nation seized by radical communist ideologies. In reality, today's China is a freewheeling and prosperous capitalist economy, rapidly converging on an American-style economic and social system based on entrepreneurship and free trade. President Hu should...convince Americans to accept China as an equal partner, not as a threatening enemy.”

Supporters contend that unrestricted trade with China is beneficial to both American consumers and businesses. Since Chinese goods are manufactured cheaply, they say, those products are affordable for Americans with limited amounts of spending money. Consequently, U.S. consumers of all income ranges are able to buy items that support a comfortable lifestyle, such as clothing, electronics and cars, backers assert. Companies also fare well thanks to PNTR with China, supporters insist. With open economic relations between the two countries, U.S. businesses have gained direct access to one of the world's most lucrative consumer markets, they say. Though U.S. companies' sales figures in China may not have reached the levels that executives had once hoped they would, businesses must exercise patience as the Chinese middle class continues to grow, backers assert. Once China's workforce has accumulated more disposable income, proponents predict, it will be able to afford products that U.S. companies are seeking to export to China. "Granting PNTR for China...provides tremendous economic opportunities for U.S. workers, farmers and businesses," insisted U.S. Trade Representative Charlene Barshefsky almost ten years ago.

Some backers argue that implementing tariffs, quotas or other protectionist trade measures will do little to lower the U.S. trade deficit with China. Rather, they say, by restricting trade with China, the U.S. government will only gain the enmity of the Chinese. In turn, proponents warn, China may implement protectionist trade measures of its own, sparking a trade war. "Any policy approach to China that seeks to reduce the deficit through trade restrictions or administrative intervention seems almost certain to fail, at least in the short run," asserts Nicholas Lardy, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank. In order to resolve its economic problems, supporters assert, the U.S. must look inward, rather than pin the blame on a foreign country such as China. For example, they say, if Americans saved more money and curtailed spending, the U.S. deficit with China could be eased, since consumers would not be spending so much money on Chinese products. Also, if the U.S. government made deficit reduction a fiscal priority, proponents insist, the trade gap could be narrowed significantly. Financially, "the U.S. would be in a far stronger position if it took action itself to reduce its excess demand, for both foreign products and foreign capital, by sharply cutting its budget deficits," contends C. Fred Bergsten, the director of the Institute for International Economics, a Washington, D.C.-based research organization.

Many defenders of PNTR reject critics' assertions that China is exploiting its workforce in order to accelerate its economic growth. Supporters cite statistics released by the World Bank that demonstrate that the average Chinese citizen's income has increased markedly during recent decades. Between 1978 and 2002, they point out, the country's per capita income increased to $960 per year, from $190 per year. Furthermore, the quality of life for Chinese citizens also improved in other areas during the same time frame, proponents contend; average life expectancies became longer, while illiteracy rates and infant-mortality rates dropped noticeably. Those trends prove that China's economic expansion has had a positive impact on the lives of its people, supporter say. Finally, some proponents concede that critics' concern with Chinese labor standards XE "labor standards"  and alleged human rights abuses XE "human rights abuses"  are valid. However, those supporters are quick to assert that PNTR with China can be used as a vehicle through which the U.S. can correct those injustices. Speaking of the Congress's decision in September 2000 to usher in a new era of free trade with China, Clinton said he was confident that an open economic relationship between the two powers could spur policy reform within China. He stated that “[i]t will strengthen those within China who fight for higher labor standards, a cleaner environment, for human rights and the rule of law. And we will find, I believe, that America has more influence in China with an outstretched hand than with a clenched fist.”

Opponents of PNTR say the U.S. should consider implementing restrictive trade measures against the Chinese in order to improve the health of the U.S. economy. Though critics concede that Congress likely had positive intentions when it approved open economic relations with China in 2000, they say that the results of PNTR have hurt America. Opponents note that the U.S. bilateral trade deficit with China soared to record levels in the five years after PNTR was approved, and shows no signs of declining. Since China is the single biggest source of the U.S. trade shortfall, Congress should implement protectionist trade measures against that country, many opponents insist. Though critics concede that some PNTR supporters may view such actions as unfair, those opponents also contend that China's economic policies in recent years have been unjust as well. Indeed, critics say, China has manipulated the global economy by keeping the value of its currency low. A cheap yuan, they say, makes it easy for foreigners to afford Chinese-made goods, but makes it difficult for Chinese consumers to buy items produced abroad.
 Stephen Roach, an economist with Morgan Stanley Co. Inc., says that China's reliance on exports XE "exports"  to fuel its economic growth has been noticeable. He points out that in 1999, exports accounted for just 20% of China's gross domestic product (GDP). However, he says, as a result of the government's currency manipulation, exports accounted for 35% of the Chinese GDP in 2004.

Some critics say that the U.S. is justified in seeking to protect its economy from an influx of cheap Chinese goods. While China is entitled to pursue policies that spur economic growth, it must understand that artificially manipulating the value of its currency angers many of its trading partners, they say. "We should not begrudge China the fruits of its development and the benefits of its WTO membership," says Peter Mandelson, the European Union's trade commissioner. "But if China does not understand the need to temper its impact on the rest of the world, it risks provoking a dangerous backlash from those who should be its friends and partners." Some lawmakers urge import surcharges of up to 50% on Chinese-made products. Making those goods prohibitively expensive for U.S. consumers would benefit the U.S. economy, they say, by encouraging Americans to purchase cheaper, U.S.-made goods. Forcing Americans to purchase domestically produced goods would provide a boost to local companies and also reduce the country's trade deficit with China, they contend. Other critics of China's trade behavior say that the U.S. government must make it seem as if it intends to implement protectionist measures against China, even if it does not actually take action. Those opponents say that since applying massive import tariffs to Chinese-made goods could damage long-term trade relations between the U.S. and China, such a measure should be threatened but not implemented. By acting tough with China, opponents say, the U.S. government could force the Chinese to capitulate to U.S. demands without requiring Congress to actually restrict trade. "You've got to threaten protectionism XE "protectionism"  to avoid protectionism," asserts the Institute for International Economics' Bergsten.

The Internet is often hailed as a revolutionary communications tool that makes information both easy to obtain and hard to control. That aspect of the Internet presents a particular challenge to authoritarian governments, which carefully restrict their citizens' access to information. The most prominent of those governments is that of China, which has been ruled since 1949 by its Communist Party XE "Communist Party" . According to Reporters Without Borders, which monitors press freedom XE "press freedom"  internationally, suppression of various forms of dissent is common in China. Speech that defames the government, promotes separatism or reveals state secrets is illegal. Reporters Without Borders lists 32 Chinese journalists and broadcasters, and an even larger number of dissidents not affiliated with the media, who are currently in prison.

The growth in the use of Web logs, or "blogs XE "blogs" ," has complicated Chinese censorship XE "censorship"  efforts. Blogs are Web sites that individuals can easily set up and maintain. While the government uses licensing agreements to control the content of established news sites (or blocks those beyond its borders that it finds offensive) it must rely in large part on the cooperation of the companies that host blogs in order to control their content. The U.S. company Microsoft Corp. was criticized after it removed a blog from its blog-hosting service in 2005 at the request of the Chinese government. People opposed to the Chinese government have also used e-mail. Dissidents based outside of China often e-mail forbidden information to people in the country, including ways to bypass government Web security. The company Yahoo is accused of providing e-mail account information to the Chinese government that helped it arrest a dissident in China in 2004. He is currently serving 10 years in prison.

Chinese Internet users have been finding ways around online security, just as U.S. users often do. Commentators say that if the Internet industry is expected to push for change in China, it will need the U.S. government to take up the cause. Internet companies do not have the clout to demand change on their own, they argue. Critics of the companies' actions, on the other hand, say that those companies have collaborated with the Chinese government's repressive practices. They accuse the companies of neglecting corporate responsibility and say that they could do more to resist the Chinese government's requests. They argue that, were the companies to cooperate with one another, they would have the power to stand up to the Chinese government.

By complying with Chinese laws and remaining in the country, some say, U.S. companies can make a difference for the better in the long run. The presence of U.S. firms could allow the U.S. to engage with China in a friendly way and helps create a demand for information and freedom that will eventually weaken the grip of the Communist Party. China is better off with U.S. companies than without, they insist. "Let's assume for a moment that no U.S. tech company does business in China," says Representative Adam Smith (D – Washington). "Does it get better? Is it less repressive? Does China move forward? I don't think so." Supporters say that the negative aspects of Internet censorship are outweighed by the benefit of Internet access. They point out that computer systems are frequently outsmarted by hackers. In China, they note, people often find ways to access blocked sites, or to evade keyword detection when posting messages online. "I think we all know that these things are only so effective, they are consistently broken, consistently hacked into, and the same is happening in China," Adam Smith says.

Proponents say that if U.S. political leaders want to fight Chinese censorship, they must take action themselves. The U.S. government should take up disagreements over the policies of the Chinese government, they say, rather than by U.S. companies. U.S. businesses do not have the clout to stand up to China on their own, they maintain. According to a Yahoo press release, “[p]rivate industry alone cannot effectively influence foreign government policies on issues like the free exchange of ideas, maximum access to information and human rights reform, and we believe continued government-to-government dialogue is vital to achieve progress on these complex political issues.”

Supporters argue that if U.S. companies do not do business in China, other firms from Europe or Asia will. They say that if foreign companies in general refuse to do business there it will leave only Chinese companies––which might be easier for the Chinese government to control. That would be a loss for U.S. business, they say, without improving anything in China.
 

Some supporters argue that the U.S. is applying a double standard to China when it denounces it for censorship. In reality, they say, the U.S. and other Western countries censor the Internet just as China does. For instance, they note that in Germany and France, Google blocks Nazi-related content from appearing in its search results. And in the U.S., says Liu Zhengrong, who oversees Internet affairs for the Chinese government, media companies such as the New York Times and the Washington Post delete discussion group posts that they judge to be harmful or offensive. "Major U.S. companies do this and it is regarded as normal," Liu says. "So why should China not be entitled to do so?"

Congress continues to debate what stance the U.S. should adopt with regard to trade and Internet engagement with China. While analysts say it is unclear whether lawmakers will implement restrictive tariffs and quotas or web access policy during the coming years, they say one thing is nearly certain; the annual U.S. trade deficit with China is poised to grow for the foreseeable future. Some observers predict that just as the economically powerful U.S. played a crucial leadership role in the global community during the 20th century, so too will China in the coming decades. That is because in an increasingly interconnected world, trade often shapes relations between nations, they say. "As China grows stronger, the country will be obligated to play a larger role in maintaining world order," says Wang Xiaodong, a researcher at the China Youth Research Center in Beijing.

But will the U.S. willingly cede its leadership position in the international community to China? Or will it resist a Chinese challenge to its power? While analysts admit the answer to that question may not be known for decades, they say that clues about how U.S.-China relations will develop in the 21st century may be found in their ongoing trade dispute.
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Questions for Thought

Is China's emergence as an economic superpower beneficial to U.S. interests? Or should the U.S. implement protectionist trade measures, such as tariffs and quotas, in order to make the American economy more competitive with China?

Should U.S. Internet companies doing business in China cooperate with Chinese authorities, as some have done, even if means aiding the government's censorship and dissent-suppression efforts? Or do such actions violate ethical principles in an unacceptable way?

Topic Questions

Should Google acquiesce to China's Internet demands?

Is China's currency manipulation to blame for America's trade deficit?

Will constructive engagement bring down the Great Firewall?

Further Reading

Wikipedia on China's Internet censorship: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_censorship_in_the_People%27s_Republic_of_China 

An official Chinese website explains censorship: http://www.china.org.cn/ 

Foreign trade statistics for China: http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c5700.html 

Check out this compelling article from the Hoover Institution on our trade deficit with China: http://www.hoover.org/research/focusonissues/focus/12436706.html 
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 “A left-wing guerrilla is somebody who belongs to an organization that by now is 30 or 40 years old. There are several guerrilla groups in Colombia, not just one. And they more or less adhere to a Maoist or a traditional Cuban approach to revolution.” ~Alma Guillermoprieto, Mexican journalist

“I see a proud Colombia with sufficient authority to challenge other nations to control their demand for drugs.” ~Andres Pastrana Arango, former President of Colombia

“We believe that peace in Colombia isn't important only for Colombia but all of Latin America.” ~Alejandro González Iñárritu, film director

“Colombia estimates the AUC has committed 804 assassination, 203 kidnappings, 75 massacres with 507 victims in the first 10 months of 2000, ... boasted that 70 percent of its finances comes from drug trafficking.” ~John Ashcroft, former attorney general

During the past two centuries, relations between the U.S. and Colombia have been generally amicable. Since Colombia became an independent democratic state in 1819, it has been an important trading partner XE "trading partner"  for the U.S. and often served as one of its most important military allies in Latin America. Yet while the two countries have long maintained close economic and diplomatic ties, in recent years various issues have complicated their relationship. Since the 1950s, Colombia has been gripped by a bloody internal conflict in which armed left-wing guerrilla groups XE "guerrilla groups"  and right-wing paramilitary XE "paramilitary"  outfits have struggled for control over territory and government institutions. That conflict has severely damaged the Colombian economy and left thousands of citizens dead. In the midst of the long-standing civil strife, Colombia has also become home to what is believed to be the world's largest illegal drug industry. Each year, Colombian drug traffickers XE "drug traffickers"  produce thousands of tons of heroin and cocaine, more than half of the world's supply of illegal drugs. Working closely with guerrilla groups and paramilitary outfits, drug producers and traffickers (also referred to as narcotraffickers XE "narcotraffickers" ) have gained control over vast areas of territory, terrorized their opponents, and seized control of local political institutions. By many accounts, narcotraffickers have completely overwhelmed Colombia's police and military institutions, rendering them incapable of stopping the production and trafficking of drugs.

While Colombia's internal strife was long considered a domestic issue over which the U.S. had no control, during the 1980s that view began to change. As drug use increased among U.S. citizens, many public officials directly blamed the Colombian government for failing to end the country's internal disputes and stem the flow of drugs across its borders. In 1996, those tensions came to a head when the U.S. "decertified" Colombia as a qualified partner in its "war on drugs XE "war on drugs" ," a series of federal programs aimed at ending illegal drug production, sales and abuse. Meanwhile, the Colombian government denounced U.S. leaders as hypocritical. While chastising other countries for drug production, they argued, the U.S. was failing to curb its citizens' high rates of drug abuse, which were fueling the growth of Colombia's cocaine and heroin industries.

Although relations between the U.S. and Colombia were once chilled by disagreements over drug-related issues, in recent years leaders from both countries have begun to work in concert to end Colombia's civil war and halt the production of illegal drugs. In 2000, President Bill Clinton approved a landmark $1.3 billion aid package known as Plan Colombia XE "Plan Colombia" . That plan was aimed at ending Colombia's internal conflicts, improving its law enforcement and judicial institutions, and bolstering its drug interdiction initiatives. According to Colombian President Andres Pastrana, the aid package embodied the spirit of goodwill that now characterizes the relationship between the U.S. and Colombia. "Today there exists between our two countries a much closer commitment than at any other time in our common history," says Pastrana.

Yet while the relationship between the U.S. and Colombia has become more harmonious on a surface level, some aspects of the rapport have sparked a divisive debate in both countries. Plan Colombia is often the focus of the controversy. While supporters tout the aid package as a boon to both Colombia and the U.S., critics denounce it is a wrongheaded endeavor.

Advocates contend that Plan Colombia is vital to the effort to stabilize Colombia and curb drug use in the United States. Unless Colombia is provided with the military equipment and logistical support included in the plan, they argue, the Colombian government will have little hope of restoring order and halting drug production. Allowing Colombia's problems to fester will serve only to destabilize Latin America and hamper the Colombian economy, some say. Yet critics assert that Plan Colombia will do little to accomplish its intended goals. According to some observers, the plan funnels too much money into drug interdiction and military buildup efforts. Furthermore, some say, rather than seeking to bolster Colombia's military and stamp out drug production, the U.S. should devote more funds to promoting economic development XE "economic development"  in Colombia and improving domestic drug rehabilitation XE "drug rehabilitation"  programs at home.

Furthermore, some observers argue that the heavy-handed drug interdiction efforts promoted by Plan Colombia could actually exacerbate armed conflicts among Colombia's insurgent groups, and encourage human rights violations. Instead of promoting peace talks between the Colombian government and insurgent groups, some say, Plan Colombia simply encourages the Colombian military to step up its attacks on the insurgents. Consequently, thousands of civilians who live in rebel-held areas are put at risk, they say.

Colombia maintained harmonious relations with the U.S. throughout the 19th century. After Colombian citizens gained independence from Spain in 1819 and established a democratic, two-party republican government, the U.S. was one of the first countries to recognize the new state and establish a permanent diplomatic mission. In the late 19th century, the two countries also forged strong economic ties when the U.S. becomes a key export market for Colombian coffee. At the beginning of the 20th century, however, relations between the U.S. and Colombia were strained when citizens in present-day Panama, then a province of Colombia, staged a U.S.-backed revolt against the Colombian government in 1903. U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt encouraged the revolt after the Colombian Senate refused to sign a treaty that would have allowed the U.S. to build a canal across Panama. To the dismay of Colombian leaders, Panama gained independence that same year, and allowed the U.S. to build the Panama Canal XE "Panama Canal" . While the Panama revolt soured relations between the U.S. and Colombia for years, close diplomatic ties were renewed under the presidency of Franklin Roosevelt. Roosevelt sought to foster goodwill among the countries of Latin America through an initiative known as the Good Neighbor Policy XE "Good Neighbor Policy" .

As a result of Roosevelt's efforts, during World War II Colombia became an official ally of the United States. While the Colombian government never sent troops into combat during that conflict, its willingness to maintain a strategic foothold for the allies near the Caribbean Sea and Panama Canal was considered helpful to allied nations. Colombia also received accolades from U.S. officials during the Korean War, when it devoted troops to a U.S.-led effort to block an invasion of South Korea by the communist state of North Korea. During the early 1960s, Colombia and the U.S. also forged close ties through the Alliance for Progress, a program instituted in 1961 by President John F. Kennedy. That program, which involved 19 Latin American countries, provided aid for economic and infrastructure improvements, as well as social and democratic reforms. Despite the closer ties developed under Kennedy's presidency, during the late 1960s and 1970s relations between the U.S. and Colombia soured. Many Colombian leaders, influenced by left-wing political movements that were sweeping Latin America, called for greater distance between the two countries. Many leaders argued that Colombia was becoming dependent on U.S. economic aid, and that the Colombian economy was too reliant upon export sectors such as the coffee industry.

The U.S. and Colombia also sparred over the spread of communism in the Caribbean and Latin America. In 1975 President Alfonso Lopez Michelson angered U.S. officials by pursuing closer relations with Cuba. The Colombian government further frustrated U.S. officials by supporting Panama's drive to gain control over territories included in the U.S.-occupied Panama Canal Zone. While U.S. officials long criticized the Colombian government for its sympathies to leftist causes, they later voiced support for its efforts to stymie Cuban-backed rebel insurgencies against the government. Such groups, which include the Democratic Alliance/M-19 (AD/M-19), the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) XE "Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)"  and the National Liberation Army (ELN) XE "National Liberation Army (ELN)" , sought to topple the government and enact radical land reform and income-redistribution programs. Today, competing rebel groups such as FARC and ELN continue to wage war against the government and one another. They also clash with armed pro-government and right wing paramilitary groups, which have formed to oppose the insurgents.

While relations between the U.S. and Colombia were long influenced mostly by issues of strategy and diplomacy, during the past two decades the trafficking of illegal drugs has become a much more prominent issue. Beginning in the late 1960s, the cultivation of marijuana XE "marijuana"  and coca (the plant used to make cocaine) became widespread in Colombia, and illegal exports of those drugs steadily increased. During the 1980s, many U.S. officials (such as Republican presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush) became concerned that drug abuse had reached epidemic proportions. These leaders stepped up drug enforcement efforts in the U.S. and called on Colombia and other South American countries to make greater efforts to curb drug production and sales. In the mid-1980s, Colombian leaders began to make a concerted effort to cooperate with U.S.-led drug interdiction efforts. In 1984, following the murder of Justice Minister Rodrigo Lara Bonilla by a member of the Medellin cartel, a powerful drug-producing ring based in Medellin, Colombia, President Belisario Belancur Cuartas launched a "war without quarter" against narcotraffickers.

In addition to stepping up its law enforcement efforts, the government also began to extradite Colombian drug traffickers wanted on drug-related charges in the U.S. Between 1984 and 1987 Colombia extradited 13 of its citizens to the U.S., including cartel kingpin Carlos Lehder Rivas, along with three citizens of other nations who had been accused of producing and trafficking drugs. In 1989, the U.S. began to supply Colombia with military equipment, economic aid and law enforcement advisers to help it fight drug dealers. Although the Colombian government's drug interdiction campaign resulted in some successes, narcotraffickers fought back with terrorist attacks. Declaring war against all opponents of the drug trade, drug traffickers kidnapped and murdered thousands of citizens, including many prominent public officials and journalists. For example, during the presidential election of 1990, narcoterrorists killed three presidential candidates before Cesar Gaviria Trujillo was elected. Narcotraffickers also began to make inroads into political institutions by funneling money into campaigns and bribing public officials. In 1991, largely as a result of the terror campaign, the Colombian government scaled back its drug interdiction efforts by enacting a ban on the extradition of drug traffickers.

Amid concerns that many countries, including Colombia, were not fully cooperating with the effort to control the growing international market for drugs, in 1994 the U.S. began a so-called certification process. Through that process, each year, the government recognizes countries that it deems to be in compliance with U.S. antidrug efforts. Countries that are not certified can be subject to actions such as trade sanctions or denial of foreign aid. In 1996, the Clinton administration "decertified" Colombia over allegations that President Ernesto Samper Pizano had accepted some $6 million for his 1994 presidential campaign from the Cali drug cartel. The U.S. also revoked Samper's tourist visa and cut off aid to Colombia. That action angered many Colombian leaders, who argued that they had made a good faith effort to end drug trafficking. To the dismay of many Colombian officials, Colombia was decertified again in 1997 and 1998. However, in 1997, Clinton resumed aid to the country, giving recognition to the antidrug efforts of Colombia's police, military and Congress. In 1998, relations between the two countries warmed as Pastrana assumed office. Early in his administration, Pastrana expressed his hope of resolving Colombia's long-standing civil conflict and cooperating fully with the U.S. to combat drug smuggling. Colombia was recertified as a partner in the war on drugs in 1999 and 2000.

In spite of the Pastrana administration's concerted drug interdiction efforts, many analysts contend that Colombia has yet to make serious reductions in drug production. In 1999, the area of Colombian territory under coca cultivation is believed to have more than doubled, to 302,500 acres from just 125,700 acres in 1995. According to some leaders, many citizens have turned to drug cultivation because jobs are severely limited in the depressed Colombian economy. Furthermore, ongoing civil strife has made it difficult for the Colombian government to effectively combat narcotraffickers. Guerrilla groups such FARC have gained a firm hold on vast areas, allowing many drug producers to operate with impunity. Clinton sought to help the Colombian government quell its internal conflicts and stem the production of illegal drugs through Plan Colombia. The aid package was aimed at bolstering its police force and military, reforming its judicial system to promote human rights and the rule of law, and reinvigorating the Colombian economy. A majority of the funding for Plan Colombia is currently earmarked for military and drug interdiction efforts. For example, under current proposals, more than $300 million will be used to coordinate drug interdiction efforts and to finance an invasion of Putumayo (a southern Colombian department) or state that is known as a primary site for cocaine cultivation.

The plan also includes funds for the purchase and delivery of 63 helicopters. The helicopters will be used in part for aerial herbicide spraying programs intended to eradicate illicit coca and opium poppy crops. Nearly $200 million will also be used to help citizens abandon drug cultivation for legitimate activities, and to improve human rights practices among the Colombian military and national police. In addition to funding and equipment, Plan Colombia also calls for the deployment of an unspecified number of U.S. military personnel. The military staff, which currently includes more than 200 enlisted officers and some civilian advisers, is stationed in Colombia strictly for the purpose of training and advising the Colombian military and police. According to the plan, its primary mission is to provide training for the use of equipment such as helicopters, and to promote better human rights practices and judicial reform. In conjunction with Plan Colombia, the U.S. has also deployed more than 100 troops in Ecuador, Colombia's southern neighbor. Near the Ecuadoran city of Manta, located in the north of the country, U.S. Air Force officials have established a so-called forward operating location, or air base, from which they conduct surveillance flights over the unstable coca-producing regions of southern Colombia.

According to supporters, the U.S.'s increasing aid efforts, especially Plan Colombia, mark a necessary step toward bringing stability to Colombia and northwestern Latin American as a whole. Many analysts say that the unrest caused by drug traffickers and insurgent groups not only threatens the citizens of Colombia, but also neighboring countries such as Ecuador and Peru. Unless Colombia's internal strife is contained, some say those countries will also be affected. Indeed, according to some reports, Colombian insurgent groups have begun to cross into Ecuador, where they have launched attacks against some civilians. According to former President Bush, such threats give proper justification for Plan Colombia's emphasis on building up the Colombian military. "The first and foremost objective is to assist President Pastrana to train his troops," Bush said. "We want our friend, Colombia, to be very stable." Supporters also contend that increased military force is needed to root out drug production in Colombia. According to advocates, links between narcotraffickers and armed insurgent groups are becoming stronger, creating a situation in which the rule of law is completely absent. Indeed, some reports indicate that armed groups force many citizens into cultivating drugs by waging terror campaigns against landowners and peasants who refuse to take part in drug cultivation XE "drug cultivation" . Many citizens are also encouraged to engage in drug cultivation in exchange for protection from attacks from armed groups, the reports say. Consequently, some analysts contend, the use of military force is Colombia's only viable option for ending drug production and protecting law-abiding citizens.

Some leaders also argue that the U.S. must help the Colombian military fight against armed groups and drug traffickers in order to help Colombia reverse years of economic decline. Until order is restored, they argue, there is little hope that Colombia will ever be able to attract the foreign investment, tourism and infrastructure improvements needed to fuel economic growth. Narcotraffickers and guerrilla forces frequently engage in kidnapping and violent attacks upon foreign nationals, discouraging many private companies from exploring business opportunities or investments in Colombia's legitimate industries. In addition, insurgent groups have also inflicted damage on the Colombian economy by frequently sabotaging its electric power grid and oil pipelines. In addition, supporters argue that drug cartels that operate in Colombia are responsible for widespread environmental damage in Colombia, which could be prevented if they were stopped with military force. According to Colombian law enforcement officials, drug cultivation and processing has caused severe harm to the tropical ecosystems of Colombia. The drug industry, some say, has contributed to environmental destruction by clear-cutting tropical rain forests to make way for coca cultivation, and dumping toxins used for drug processing into rivers and streams. Advocates also contend that Colombia's illegal drug industry has severely undermined U.S. security by hampering efforts to curb domestic drug use. According to a 2000 report by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration XE "U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration" , each year illegal drugs are responsible for the deaths of 52,000 U.S. citizens, and nearly $110 billion due to health costs. Cutting off the flow of drugs from Colombia, some say, would greatly decrease the availability of drugs and reduce substance abuse among U.S. citizens.

Many leaders say that the positive effects of Plan Colombia are already evident. In a November 2000 editorial published in the CQ Researcher, Representative Benjamin Gilman (R – New York), called Plan Colombia a success, and urged further funding of the effort. "The Colombian drug traffickers are screaming loudly about the anti-drug police onslaught with their new drug-fighting equipment against their illegal crops, which they pay the narcoguerrilla insurgency so handsomely to protect," Gilman wrote. "We are making major progress." Supporters of Plan Colombia have also dismissed the claim that Colombia is the next "Vietnam"—a dangerous situation in which the investment of money and military equipment will eventually draw the U.S. into a full-scale armed conflict. Supporters maintain that Colombian officials have no intention of putting the lives of American soldiers at risk. According to William Cohen, who served as defense secretary under Clinton, it is highly unlikely that U.S. troops will ever be sent into combat in Colombia. "We are not going to be drawn into any conflict in Colombia or anywhere else in Central or South America," he says.

While some observers consider U.S. aid efforts essential to protecting both Colombia and the U.S., critics denounce these efforts as counterproductive. According to opponents, Plan Colombia relies too heavily on hard-line drug interdiction tactics and the use of military force. Rather than bolstering Colombia's military and law enforcement forces, some commentators say that the U.S. should focus its efforts on promoting an effective peace process between insurgent groups and the Colombian government. According to many observers, the military equipment and logistical support furnished by Plan Colombia will do little to stem the flow of illegal drugs to the United States. According to Representative Jan Schakowsky (D – Illinois), the ineffectiveness of such strong-arm tactics has been proven by past failures of U.S.-led drug interdiction efforts. "From 1990 to 1998, we spent $625 billion in Colombia, and here is what we got: a 50% increase in coca production," Schakowsky says."This money is the latest in a series of blank checks for a war with no foreseeable end game." Many observers also argue that the plan does not do enough to give Colombian citizens incentives to abandon drug cultivation in favor of other activities. Instead of investing money in military operations and equipment, supporters argue that the U.S. should give Colombian citizens better incentives to cease producing illegal drugs.

Many analysts point out that Colombian citizens often engage in drug cultivation not out of choice, but rather as a means of supporting their families. Colombia is currently in its most severe economic recession in 70 years, and unemployment stands at 20%. Consequently, some say, citizens are left with few employment opportunities outside of the illegal drug industry. Rather than lending Colombia military equipment, some officials argue, the U.S. should devote funds to rebuilding Colombia's economy. Although more than $80 million has been proposed for alternative economic development, critics maintain that it represents too small a portion of Plan Colombia. According to some reports, not enough money has been devoted to publicizing the availability of grants that are given to citizens who stop drug cultivation. Some opponents are also concerned that the Colombian government's fight against drug traffickers and insurgent groups may encourage human rights abuses. Many human rights organizations allege that the Colombian government regularly apprehends, tortures and kills innocent citizens suspected of participating in drug trafficking and insurgent activities. Many activists also claim that the Colombian government has a record of collaborating with right-wing paramilitary groups and tolerating human rights violations committed by military personnel. The late Senator Paul Wellstone (D – Minnesota) argued "the Colombian military remains a troubled institution with a record of refusing to prosecute and punish military personnel for human rights abuses and colluding with right-wing paramilitary groups in massacring peasants." Wellstone and other officials argue that the U.S. should withhold aid until the Colombian government improves its human rights record.

Critics also contend that Plan Colombia is ineffective because it does nothing to reduce domestic demand for illegal drugs. Many analysts argue that the Colombian drug trade would never have prospered without high demand among U.S. citizens. Rather than devoting military equipment and troops to ending drug production in Colombia, U.S. officials should redirect money toward improving drug rehabilitation programs for its own citizens, some say. Critics of Plan Colombia also argue that it could exacerbate armed conflicts within Colombia and destabilize surrounding countries. Indeed, some leaders of Colombia's neighbors have criticized the U.S.'s anti-drug efforts as a threat to their own security. As the U.S. fortifies the Colombian military with equipment and logistical support, some analysts say narcotraffickers and insurgent groups are simply moving to countries such as Ecuador and Peru. Government forces in those countries are ill-equipped for aggressive antidrug efforts. Some reports indicate that such groups have begun to infiltrate Ecuador and Peru, where they have waged attacks against some citizens. Heinz Moeller, Ecuador's foreign minister, has likened the drug trade to "a cancerous tumor being removed from Colombia and metastasizing in Ecuador."

Although U.S. military officials have denied that the U.S.'s involvement in Colombia will lead to an outright armed conflict between the U.S. and Colombia's insurgent groups, some analysts say that such a development is not entirely impossible. Although U.S. military troops stationed in Colombia have yet to engage in armed conflict, some leaders argue that guerrilla groups still consider them legitimate targets. The possibility that the U.S. will be attacked creates potential for an open conflict involving military groups, some say.

Throughout the 20th century, the U.S. and Colombia maintained close relations despite frequent conflicts over a variety of issues. During the first half of the 20th century, most of the disagreements faced by the two countries involved territorial disputes and ideological differences. Yet during the 1980s, Colombia's flourishing illegal drug trade became the primary bone of contention between the two countries. Leaders of the U.S. and Colombia long held diverging views on how the drug trade should be eradicated. However, in recent years, they have reached the conclusion that they must work together to stop the production and sale of drugs, which threaten the security and stability of both countries.

According to some analysts, Plan Colombia epitomizes the inability of U.S. officials to view the U.S.-Colombian drug trade, and the civil war that it has fueled, as a mutual problem. Although U.S. leaders have devoted vast resources to fighting Colombia's narcotraffickers, critics say, they continue to turn a blind eye to the fact that U.S. citizens are the narcotraffickers' primary customers. Furthermore, they argue, Plan Colombia holds little promise for citizens caught in the midst of the war between the Colombian government, guerrilla groups, paramilitary outfits and drug cartels.
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Questions for Thought

How should the U.S. approach its relationship with Colombia? Should the U.S. allocate more money to drug eradication efforts, or to developing Colombia's economic and democratic institutions?

Can you think of a way to make drug trafficking less lucrative? Would legalizing drugs eliminate Colombia's drug control problems? Why or why not?

Topic Questions

How should Obama bring Plan Colombia into the 21st Century?

Should the United States be more involved in drug eradication efforts in Colombia?

Colombia: Is corruption destroying military effectiveness?

Is Colombia a stable ally in the War on Terror?

Is Colombia an ally in the War on Drugs?

Further Reading

The Colombia Journal has some great resources on this topic. Check out this article: http://colombiajournal.org/plancolombia.htm 

Plan Colombia and Beyond is a regularly updated site: http://www.cipcol.org/ 

Foreign Policy in Focus has a backgrounder on Plan Colombia: http://www.fpif.org/fpiftxt/6283 
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 “I think if consumers knew the diamonds they were looking at were conflict diamonds, there would be a significant decrease in the buying of these kinds of diamonds.” ~Tony Hall, D-Ohio

"That diamond is my ticket out of this God forsaken continent." ~Danny Archer, character in the film "Blood Diamond"

"Sierra Leone, 1999. Civil war rages for control of the diamond fields. Thousands have died and millions have become refugees. None of whom has ever seen a diamond." ~Title Card from the film "Blood Diamond"

“Whether we fall by ambition, blood, or lust, like diamonds we are cut with our own dust.” ~John Webster, writer and playwright

During the 1990s, a controversy arose over the international trade of "conflict diamonds," also known as "blood diamonds." Activist organizations began reporting that rebel groups and other armed factions in various countries were illicitly trading millions of dollars worth of rough (uncut and unpolished) diamonds for weapons, fuel and other supplies necessary for waging war. Such gemstones earned the nickname “conflict diamonds” because of their association with military groups and violent strife. Conflict diamonds have rarely been accused of triggering civil discord or interstate wars by themselves. Instead, they have been blamed for making preexisting conflicts worse by enabling arms sales and encouraging violent struggles over rich, diamond-producing areas in volatile regions. They have been closely linked to fighting in several African countries, particularly Angola and Sierra Leone, which were both enduring brutal civil wars during the height of the illicit diamond trade.

In 1998, the United Nations Security Council XE "United Nations Security Council"  took action on the issue by banning the trade of suspected conflict diamonds from Angola. (However, the U.N. made an exception by allowing Angola to trade rough diamonds that were "certified" as having come from government mines instead of mines controlled by rebel forces.) In 2000, the U.N. placed a similar ban on uncertified rough diamonds XE "uncertified rough diamonds"  from Sierra Leone. By implementing those sanctions, the U.N. aimed to curb the conflict diamond trade and thereby reduce the supply of weapons flowing into the two war-torn countries. Also in 2000, the private diamond industry started collaborating with the governments of major diamond-trading countries on a more proactive plan to suppress conflict diamonds. The plan had two major goals – to reduce the violence inspired by conflict diamonds, and to restore consumers' faith that diamonds were still a worthwhile product. Gradually, the plan evolved into the so-called "Kimberley Process XE "Kimberley Process" ," a method of tracking diamond trades in an effort to keep them legitimate. In November 2002, the Kimberley Process was formally endorsed by dozens of governments, the diamond industry and various activist non-government organizations (NGOs).

Since the adoption of the Kimberley Process, the conflict diamond trade has apparently died down. At their height, conflict diamonds accounted for between 4% and 15% of the total worldwide diamond trade, according to widely varying estimates. Currently, they account for less than 1% of the total trade, according to experts in the diamond industry. Some analysts credit the Kimberley Process process with suppressing conflict diamonds, while others emphasize that the civil wars in Angola and Sierra Leone both ended in 2002, leading to an inevitable drop-off in illicit diamond trading. Despite the industry's claims that conflict diamonds are now rare, the issue remains a source of heated controversy. The Hollywood film Blood Diamond XE "Blood Diamond" , which was released in theaters in late 2006 and on DVD in March 2007, has increased public awareness of conflict diamonds and attracted considerable media attention. Members of the diamond industry have stressed that the film is a dated "period piece" set in Sierra Leone of the 1990s, not the present day; they have also repeatedly asserted that conflict diamonds are no longer a major threat to the stability of vulnerable countries.

Several NGOs, on the other hand, have continued arguing that conflict diamonds are a problem. They point to recent U.N. reports that civil strife in Ivory Coast, a West African county, is being fueled in part by a multi-million-dollar trade in conflict diamonds. Some NGOs also contend that conflict diamonds are funding terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda, although such allegations have been more difficult to prove. Due to lingering concerns over the issue, activists are putting pressure on the diamond industry (and the governments of diamond-trading countries) to strengthen the Kimberley Process and definitively stamp out the conflict diamond trade.

Supporters of the diamond industry contend that the conflict diamond issue has been blown out of proportion. They credit the Kimberley Process and political developments in Africa with essentially ending the conflict diamond trade, and stand by their estimate that fewer than 1% of currently traded diamonds are tainted by violence. Industry backers also assert that the legitimate diamond trade promotes considerable economic growth in Africa and developing regions elsewhere. If too much unjustified concern is generated over conflict diamonds, that legitimate trade and its economic benefits will suffer, supporters caution. Furthermore, industry backers note that diamond sales have remained healthy despite the controversy caused by the movie Blood Diamond; therefore, they contend, the American public is aware that conflict diamonds are essentially a non-issue.

Opponents of the diamond industry, however, argue that the conflict diamond trade survives in countries such as Ivory Coast and continues to inspire violence and instability. They dispute the industry's claims that less than 1% of diamonds traded today are tainted by violence, projecting that the actual percentage is much higher. Diamond trading is still difficult to track, critics assert, because the Kimberley Process has loopholes and is simply not strict enough. Therefore, opponents argue that the diamond industry and governments around the world need to strengthen the process and recommit to cracking down on conflict diamonds. They also urge potential diamond buyers to demonstrate awareness of the issue, by asking jewelry retailers to verify that the diamonds they have for sale come from conflict-free areas.

The conflict diamond controversy broke during the 1990s, when armed groups in war-torn African nations were actively trading rough diamonds in exchange for weapons and funding for their military campaigns. Industry analysts noted that diamonds were ideally suited for use in the weapons trade because they were portable, valuable and relatively easy to acquire in many African combat zones. Rough diamonds were also hard to trace at that time—since no formal tracking system such as the Kimberley Process had been implemented yet—and therefore easy to use for illicit purposes. In 1998, Global Witness, an NGO based in Britain, released a report that linked conflict diamonds to strife in countries such as Angola and Sierra Leone. That report has been widely credited with raising international awareness of conflict diamonds, and helping to inspire campaigns against them. The same year, the U.N. acted to suppress the flow of conflict diamonds from Angola. Angola, in southwestern Africa, was then enduring a civil war that had started in 1975 – when the country achieved independence from Portugal—and ultimately lasted until 2002. The war was fought primarily between the recognized Angolan government and a rebel group called the National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). UNITA enjoyed strong backing from some foreign countries at first, but that support waned as Angola's civil war became increasingly protracted and brutal.

For most of the war, UNITA controlled the bulk of Angola's diamond-producing territory. Between 1992 and 1998, the rebel group raised an estimated $3 billion from diamond sales. When the civil war intensified in 1998, the U.N. Security Council banned the trade of any Angolan rough diamonds that had not been certified by that country's government, thereby curbing a major source of UNITA's funding. The conflict ultimately ended in 2002 after UNITA leader Jonas Savimbi was killed in combat and the rebel group signed a cease-fire with the Angolan government. In 2000, the U.N. instituted a similar ban on conflict diamonds from Sierra Leone, in western Africa. Civil war had broken out there in 1991, when native dissidents and guerrillas from neighboring Liberia joined forces against the government. The rebel faction called itself the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and, like UNITA, used diamonds as a major source of funding. In 1999, Sierra Leone legally exported only $1.5 million worth of legitimate diamonds, but analysts estimate that the RUF sold a further $68.5 million or more in conflict diamonds. RUF fighters became notorious for committing atrocities such as dismembering enemy soldiers and civilians with machetes, and employing child soldiers in their military campaigns. In addition to cracking down on the RUF's illicit diamond trade, the U.N. approved the creation of a war crimes tribunal to prosecute the rebel group for its human rights abuses. The U.N. also encouraged peace talks that ultimately led to the RUF's disarmament and ended the war in 2002.

In May 2001, the U.N. continued its crackdown on conflict diamonds by banning the trade of diamonds from Liberia, where various factions were fighting for control of a lucrative mining region. The U.N. also accused Liberia's then-president, Charles Taylor, of facilitating the illicit diamond trade in Sierra Leone. (Taylor was eventually indicted for war crimes by a U.N.-backed tribunal and was undergoing trial as Gold Book went to press.)

Many observers praised the U.N.'s efforts to stem the conflict diamond trade. However, some argued that conflict diamonds would remain a problem until a formal system was put in place to monitor rough diamond trading. In May 2000, Botswana, Namibia and South Africa (all major diamond producers) started holding talks on the monitoring idea with Belgium, Great Britain and the U.S. (all major diamond consumers). Civilian representatives also attended the discussions from the diamond industry and various NGOs.

Negotiations continued for more than two years, with more governments joining the process over time. In November 2002, the various parties involved agreed on a monitoring system that was implemented early the following year. The system was called the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme after the city of Kimberley, South Africa, where the initial talks had been held. Governments participating in the Kimberley Process agreed to certify their rough diamonds as legitimate, non-conflict gemstones at the time of mining. In essence, Kimberley Process certificates were intended to serve as a guarantee that the diamonds they applied to were untainted by violence. Members of the process also consented to avoid importing and exporting all uncertified diamonds—which would be regarded with suspicion as potential conflict diamonds—and refrain from trading diamonds with non-participating countries. The Kimberley Process received a formal endorsement from the U.N. in 2003, and was generally hailed as a positive step toward eliminating conflict diamonds. However, some activists contended that it was too weak to be completely effective. They argued that the process was not legally binding enough, and prone to loopholes and violations because individual participants were essentially left to supervise themselves. Other observers noted that Kimberley Process certificates could potentially be forged or stolen in order to "legitimize XE "legitimize" " conflict diamonds and pass them off as official government exports.

In response to such concerns, the Kimberley Process was strengthened throughout 2003. For instance, a system of peer reviews was established in order to monitor whether participating countries were meeting the process's minimum standards. Since then, several member countries have been found in violation of standards and expelled from the Kimberley Process, although some of those countries have joined again after overhauling their diamond industries to bring them into compliance. Despite those enhancements to the Kimberley Process, some conflict diamond trading apparently survives. For example, the U.N. estimates that about $23 million worth of conflict diamonds are now being smuggled annually out of Ivory Coast, a West African nation where rebel forces hold some diamond-producing territory in the north. Global Witness also maintains that conflict diamonds are currently emerging from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a restive country in central Africa.

Meanwhile, observers have noted a sharp drop in Venezuela's official diamond exports XE "Venezuela's official diamond exports" , prompting speculation that diamonds are now being smuggled out of that country. However, the alleged smuggling in Venezuela might not technically be called a "conflict diamond" trade, because there is no evidence that the diamonds in question are being used to fund conflicts in South America or elsewhere. Critics nevertheless remain concerned that the conflict diamond trade is highly active, while the diamond industry asserts that the trade has been suppressed in all but a few isolated areas.

Defenders of the diamond industry argue that present-day concerns over conflict diamonds are overblown. Most industry supporters admit that conflict diamonds were a significant problem during the civil wars in Angola and Sierra Leone, but they maintain that illicit diamond trades have dropped off sharply since those conflicts ended and the Kimberley Process was adopted. Critics who still describe conflict diamonds as a major threat are exaggerating and needlessly damaging the legitimate diamond trade's reputation, industry backers conclude. Supporters frequently cite the industry's estimate that less than 1% of the diamonds traded today are tainted by violence. "You're looking at a very, very small percentage of the world [diamond] supply that can be considered to be from a conflict zone," asserts Carson Glover, a spokesman for the industry's World Diamond Council (WDC) XE "World Diamond Council (WDC)" . "Consumers can feel very confident in their diamond purchase." Industry backers do express some concern about the surviving conflict diamond trade, but argue that it will continue shrinking so long as diamond traders remain committed to the Kimberley Process.

Some industry backers contend that activist NGOs sensationalize the conflict diamonds issue mainly for selfish reasons, without regard for the industry's positive influence. Martin Rapaport, a diamond expert and chairman of the industry's Rapaport Group, argues, "Global Witness comes across as an opportunist to increase its profile and raise additional funds." Rapaport also criticizes activist campaigns aimed at promoting awareness of conflict diamonds among potential jewelry buyers. "The idea that we can have consumers solve the problem of diamonds moving across borders in Africa is absurd," he contends. Rapaport contends that well-developed "monitoring" systems are a more practical and effective way to prevent abuses in the diamond trade.

Other industry supporters go further, arguing that conflict diamonds were not a major problem in the first place. They assert that the worst civil strife in Africa was motivated by factors other than diamonds, such as ethnic, political and religious differences between the combatants. "Diamonds don't cause or (in any meaningful sense) fund the wars of Africa, and never have," writes rough diamond expert Jack Jolis in the National Review. He contends that "diamonds had absolutely nothing to do with the bloodiest of all African carnages, Rwanda; while Africa's largest diamond producer, Botswana, is as peaceful as Iowa." In essence, Jolis argues that the link between diamonds and African conflict is tenuous at best, and has been exaggerated by left-wing activist groups for their own purposes.

Not all industry backers take such a hard line on the matter, but most concur that conflict diamonds are not a major threat anymore. Many of them have expressed irritation over the film Blood Diamond, arguing that it draws unwarranted attention to a largely dated issue. Eli Izhaskoff, WDC's president, asserts that he has taken a "proactive approach" to challenging the film instead of "running for cover" from it. Speaking of the diamond industry as a whole, Izhaskoff adds, "Our actions over the past several years demonstrate clearly that we have done nothing to be ashamed of." Several observers have noted that the film performed modestly at the box office and had little impact on diamond sales, and therefore inferred that the public was not swayed by its message.

In short, supporters argue that the industry has already addressed the conflict diamond problem by working with governments around the world on the Kimberley Process. Critics who condemn the process are ignoring signs that it has effectively reduced the illicit diamond trade, they say. Critics do more harm than good when they exaggerate the threat of conflict diamonds and hurt legitimate diamond trading, industry backers conclude.

Critics of the diamond industry argue that it has not done enough to stem the trade of conflict diamonds. They characterize the Kimberley Process as a flawed system that relies too much on its individual members to police themselves. The process has not stopped the flow of conflict diamonds from countries such as Ivory Coast, which proves that it needs to be strengthened to be truly effective, detractors say. Few critics endorse a blanket boycott of diamonds to solve the problem; instead, they urge the industry and governments around the world to tighten diamond regulation, and ask consumers to buy only those diamonds that appear to be properly certified and untainted by violence. Lynn Fredriksson, the Africa advocacy director for Amnesty International USA, contends that "there's no way to be sure" the Kimberley Process is working "because there's no accurate accounting" on its performance. Therefore, the industry's claim that conflict diamonds constitute less than 1% of the global trade is dubious, Fredriksson maintains. "But even if it were only that amount, that's [representing] a lot of small arms and rifles and grenades" that could encourage conflicts, she adds.

Along similar lines, many industry opponents argue that the exact percentage of conflict diamonds does not really matter, because even a small amount of illicit diamond trading can fuel conflict and should not be tolerated. Academic Paul Orogun elaborates, saying that “[t]he semantic distinctions in percentages of blood diamonds as opposed to clean diamonds does little to alleviate the human misery, chronic food insecurity, and the other deprivations and degradations that have become the hallmarks of economic problems in...armed countries.”

Critics further assert that the diamond industry has consistently underestimated the threat of conflict diamonds, both in the past and the present. They cite the U.N.'s recent conclusion that Ivory Coast is trading about $23 million worth of conflict diamonds annually as evidence of a significant current threat. The diamond industry has downplayed the Ivory Coast situation too much in order to make conflict diamonds look like a dated issue, opponents allege. Also, critics point to a September 2006 report by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) XE "Government Accountability Office (GAO)"  as a further indication that conflict diamonds remain problematic. The GAO, an investigative arm of the U.S. Congress, finds that the U.S. system of importing and exporting rough diamonds is "vulnerable to illicit trade." The GAO elaborates that the U.S. "does not periodically inspect rough diamond imports or exports to ensure that the contents of the rough diamond parcels match the Kimberley Process certificates."

Basically, the GAO report suggests that conflict diamonds could still penetrate the U.S. because Kimberley Process standards are not being properly enforced here. According to critics, the report proves that the process is poorly run, and needs to be overseen by a more powerful central authority that can crack down on lapses in standards. If the U.S. is neglecting its obligations under the process, other countries are probably falling short as well, detractors caution. Along similar lines, industry opponents note that some African officials have openly acknowledged problems with implementing the Kimberley Process in their own countries. For example, Liberian mining minister Eugene Shannon admits that "[Liberia] is desperately in need of revenue and illicit mining will continue, you cannot control it completely." Furthermore, some local diamond dealers in Africa have been quoted in press reports as claiming that they can circumvent the Kimberley Process by trading with smugglers and avoiding government monitors altogether. Finally, critics dispute the notion put forward by Jolis that conflict diamonds never played a major role in fueling African strife. Peter Komora, a native of Sierra Leone who assisted in relief efforts there, asserts that "if diamonds had not been a factor, I think [Sierra Leone's] civil war would have started and ended in 1991." According to Komora, the rebel faction RUF was "small in number and in weapons" at the start of the civil war, "but when they took over the diamond mines they were able to expand their operations dramatically because of the blood diamond money suddenly flowing in."

In conclusion, critics maintain that conflict diamonds were a significant problem in the past and remain so now. Global Witness argues in a statement on its Web site that "the diamond industry has failed to honor its commitments to support the Kimberley Process by not policing itself effectively, while governments have failed to step up to the line and hold the industry accountable for this." Unless governments and the diamond industry work together to strengthen the Kimberley Process, conflict diamonds will continue threatening the stability of countries in Africa and elsewhere around the world, opponents conclude.

Despite the lingering controversy over conflict diamonds, the diamond industry remains healthy in the U.S. and abroad; the global diamond trade has recently generated about $60 billion per year, demonstrating consistent popularity. Industry executives continue to stress that the conflict diamond trade has been effectively suppressed thanks to the U.N., the Kimberley Process and a reduction in African civil strife. Nevertheless, many activists and consumers remain concerned about conflict diamonds. Some jewelry shoppers have opted to purchase synthetic (manufactured) diamonds, or diamonds from non-African sources such as Canada, in order to avoid buying African diamonds that might be tainted by violence. But industry representatives have criticized those alternatives, contending that even a partial boycott of African diamonds will cause needless economic harm to developing countries there. Some moderate analysts argue that the conflict diamond trade is currently in remission, but predict that it might flourish again under certain conditions. An anonymous Western ambassador to Sierra Leone, quoted in Fortune magazine, expresses concern that diamonds could still be used to fund conflicts there in the future. "Diamonds were very much the fuel for the [Sierra Leone civil] war but not the root cause, and those root causes are still very much with us," the ambassador asserts. "Corruption, unemployment, poverty—I could well imagine another blood diamond scenario here."

According to the diamond industry, the Kimberley Process would prove effective at countering any such future spike in the conflict diamond trade. But the industry's detractors remain skeptical about the process and continue to advocate stricter regulations for the controversial diamond trade.

Key Terms

Blood Diamond

Government Accountability Office (GAO)

Kimberley Process

Legitimate diamond trade

National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA)

Non-government organizations (NGOs)

Revolutionary United Front (RUF)

Uncertified rough diamonds 

United Nations Security Council 

Venezuela's official diamond exports

World Diamond Council (WDC)

Questions for Thought

Has the global trade of conflict diamonds—gemstones used to fund violent strife—died down thanks to increased monitoring efforts? Or do conflict diamonds remain a threat to the stability of countries in Africa and elsewhere?

Do you think that conflict diamonds still pose a significant threat to unstable countries, or are activist groups exaggerating their current impact? Explain your reasoning.

In your opinion, is the Kimberley Process an adequate system for monitoring the diamond trade? If you had the influence, would you change the process in any way, and if so, how?

Would you still be willing to buy an African diamond, despite the conflict diamond controversy, or would you opt to purchase a Canadian or synthetic diamond instead? Do you think that consumers can have a moral obligation to be aware of conflict diamonds, or is the problem mostly beyond their control?

Do you think that the economic benefits of the legitimate diamond trade outweigh the dangers posed by conflict diamonds? Why or why not?

Are conflict diamonds still threatening the stability of countries in Africa and other parts of the world, or are activists exaggerating their current impact and causing unjustified harm to the legitimate diamond industry?

Topic Questions

Is the Kimberely Process an effective method for monitoring conflict diamonds?

Would a world-aware consumer purchase a real diamond today?

Further Reading

Check out the official website for the Kimberley Process: http://www.kimberleyprocess.com/ 

Diamond Facts has more information here: http://diamondfacts.org/conflict/eliminating_conflict_diamonds.html 

Global Security has its own take on the Kimberley Process: http://www.globalpolicy.org/component/content/article/182/33876.html 
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 “The business model of song downloads can't be decided by just one party, which is the consumer in this case.” ~Robin Lee, Assistant Professor of Economics at the Stern School of Business, New York University

“The most exciting thing about the mobile download market is that it is new and fresh. It's like the internet was a few years ago - people are just beginning to realise its potential.” ~Robert Swift

“Only one thing is impossible for God: To find any sense in any copyright law on the planet.” ~Mark Twain, author

“There's no reason to throw out copyrights just because you're on the Internet... Deal with it.” ~James Grady, author

“The idea of copyright did not exist in ancient times, when authors frequently copied other authors at length in works of non-fiction. This practice was useful, and is the only way many authors' works have survived even in part.” ~Richard Stallman, hacker

“Any and all copyright holders ... can tell us which books they'd prefer that we not scan if we find them in a library.” ~Adam Smith, economist

In October 2007, Minnesota resident Jammie Thomas was found guilty of making 24 songs available on Kazaa XE "Kazaa" , an Internet service used to exchange digital files, without the knowledge or permission of their copyright holders. As punishment, a federal jury ordered Thomas to pay $222,000 in damages to the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) XE "Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA)" , a trade group that represents the major U.S. record labels XE "record labels" . The case marked the RIAA's first court victory against an Internet music "pirate XE "pirate" ," although Thomas denied the charges and expressed doubt that she could afford to pay the fine.

Legal experts and media analysts had mixed reactions to the case. Some hailed it as a major step forward in the RIAA's ongoing campaign to suppress illegal music file sharing XE "file sharing"  on the Internet.
 But other, more skeptical observers argued that the judgment against Thomas was unlikely to dissuade countless other Internet users around the world from exchanging copyrighted songs online. Thomas's case is just one of many recent controversies to involve copyright XE "copyright"  issues and the Internet. Copyright laws are designed to prevent creative works (such as songs, books and films) from being reproduced and distributed without their creators' permission. Under a strict interpretation of the law, Internet users can be punished for making any copyrighted materials available online without permission, regardless of whether they intend to profit from those materials.

Nevertheless, apparent copyright violations occur on the Internet with some frequency. To cite one prominent example, unauthorized digital copies of J. K. Rowling's highly anticipated book Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows appeared on various Web sites several days before the book's official release date of July 21, 2007. The book's U.S. publisher, Scholastic Inc., intervened quickly to ensure that many of those copies were removed from the Web, but an unknown number of Internet users had ample opportunity to read the book days early and free of charge.

Another major copyright controversy erupted in 2007 when YouTube XE "YouTube"  was sued by the entertainment giant Viacom Inc. XE "Viacom Inc."  In its complaint, Viacom alleged that YouTube's users were routinely uploading XE "uploading"  copyrighted video content to the site, such as films and episodes of television shows, without permission. As compensation, Viacom sought at least $1 billion in damages from YouTube and its parent company, Google Inc. The lawsuit has yet to be resolved, but it has already attracted close media attention and extensive legal commentaries. The YouTube case and others like it have stimulated a heated debate concerning the status of copyrighted materials on the Web. On the one hand, some observers express concern that the Internet is too open and unregulated, permitting its users to commit large-scale copyright violations with little fear of punishment. On the other hand, critics of copyright laws contend that they are overly strict, and could stifle the free distribution of information and ideas over the Internet.

Supporters of enforcing copyright laws on the Internet assert that it is both illegal and ethically wrong to exchange copyrighted materials online without permission. They stress that illegal Internet file sharing hurts writers, musicians, filmmakers and other creative people by essentially giving away their copyrighted works for free. As a result, fewer people will be motivated to enter creative fields in the future for fear of being cheated out of their livelihoods, copyright advocates warn. Internet users need to take a more respectful attitude towards copyright in general, and should be willing to pay a fair price in order to access creative works via the Web, advocates of the law argue. They add that major Web sites such as YouTube need to stop making copyrighted material available without obtaining permission and start offering adequate compensation to the works' creators.

Opponents of enforcing copyright laws on the Internet, on the other hand, contend that it is important for the Web to remain a free and open source of information. They caution that the Internet's cultural and technological development will be stifled if courts choose to apply copyright laws too strictly to Web content. Innovative Web sites such as YouTube should be praised for advancing the Internet's progress, not punished under a stringent interpretation of the law, copyright critics assert. Furthermore, opponents maintain that copyright holders already enjoy significant legal protections that do not require further strengthening. Rather than attack the Internet and its users, copyright holders should find proactive ways to embrace Web technology and make a profit from it, critics conclude.

The basis of U.S. copyright law stems from Article 1, Section 8 of the Constitution, which empowers Congress to "promote the progress of science and useful arts, by securing for limited times to authors and inventors the exclusive right to their respective writings and discoveries." The nation's founders believed that copyright protection would encourage inventiveness by guaranteeing the exclusive right of creators to distribute and profit from their works. However, the founders also set a time limit on copyright in order to prevent creators from monopolizing important works indefinitely. The original Copyright Act XE "Copyright Act" , enacted by Congress in 1790, set copyright protection at 28 years, but later revisions extended the period of protection. Under current federal law, works produced on or after January 1, 1978, are typically copyright protected for the duration of their creators' lives, plus an additional 70 years. Works produced before 1978 are eligible for up to 95 total years of protection. 

Copyright protection can currently be extended to literary and dramatic works, architectural designs, musical compositions and audio recordings, "audiovisual" works such as films and television shows, choreographic routines and various types of art (including pictorial and sculptural forms). The U.S. Copyright Office XE "U.S. Copyright Office"  notes that these categories should be interpreted broadly, so that, for instance, a computer program qualifies for copyrighting as a "literary" work. Copyright protection is not universal, however. It cannot be applied to names, titles, intangible ideas or improvised (unrecorded) performances, among other things.

During the 1990s, unauthorized copies of protected works began appearing on the Internet in greater numbers, prompting calls for new copyright legislation. In response, Congress approved the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) XE "Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA)"  in 1998. The law set tough penalties for the illegal distribution of copyrighted materials on the Web, including a maximum fine of $150,000 for each instance of infringement. The DMCA was not as strict in other respects, however, and in fact contained "safe harbor" provisions designed to protect Internet businesses and Web sites from being sued for copyright infringement under certain circumstances. Most significantly, the law established that a broad category of Internet "service providers" could not necessarily be held liable for acts of copyright infringement committed by their individual users. In other words, if an Internet user uploads copyrighted material to a Web site, the site's administrators are not necessarily held responsible for copyright infringement; under the DMCA's safe harbor XE "safe harbor"  terms, the individual user is considered liable instead. Provided that the administrators take down any copyrighted material promptly, they cannot be sued for copyright infringement. For the past decade, the DMCA has been the primary copyright law applied to the Internet. However, some observers have expressed concern that the law is now fundamentally outdated and has not kept pace with the Web's rapid evolution. Defenders of the DMCA, meanwhile, praise its safe harbor provisions as a fair compromise between the interests of copyright holders and Internet service providers, and argue that the law should remain unchanged. Despite the DMCA's passage in 1998, the Internet has continued to give rise to copyright disputes concerning various forms of media, including books, films and music. Those disputes have triggered a spate of lawsuits, many of which are still working their way through the court system. According to some observers, the precise application of copyright laws to the Internet remains somewhat unclear—for the time being, at least.

Over the past several years, thousands of individual Internet users have been accused of copyright infringement; also, perhaps more surprisingly, a number of large companies have faced similar accusations. For instance, the Internet giant Google Inc. has been blamed for copyright infringement over its Google Book Search XE "Google Book Search" , a massive database containing complete digital copies of books. The resulting controversy has fueled the broader debate over the application of copyright laws to the Internet.

In 2004, Google launched its Book Search project (initially under a different name) and announced agreements to scan the collections of several university and public libraries. Google later opened the database to the public, permitting Internet users to read some of its contents. Some observers condemned the project, maintaining that Google had no legal right to make copyrighted literary material available on the database. Google countered that it was not making copyrighted works available in their entirety; the book search's users were permitted to view only a brief "snippet" of copyrighted works (to use Google's own term). Also, Google allowed copyright holders to petition to have their works removed from the database, if they so desired. Nevertheless, critics asserted that making even short excerpts of copyrighted works visible online, without obtaining permission first, was illegal. They also noted that Google earned advertising revenue from the database, and so was arguably profiting from the unauthorized scanning of copyrighted works. In September 2005, the controversy escalated when the Authors Guild, a coalition of American writers, sued Google for copyright infringement over the book search project. The following month, the Association of American Publishers filed a separate lawsuit against Google on similar grounds. Neither lawsuit has been resolved to date, and Google Book Search remains active.

Other copyright concerns have centered on filmed entertainment, rather than books. In 2006, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) XE "Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA)"  reported that the U.S. film industry had lost $6.1 billion during the previous year due to the widespread piracy of its copyrighted products. About $2.3 billion in losses were attributed to Internet piracy – defined as the illegal downloading of movies from the Web – while the remaining losses were attributed to "physical" acts of piracy such as making illegal copies of DVDs. The report spurred the MPAA to step up its anti-piracy initiatives, including efforts to shut down Web sites featuring unauthorized movie downloads.

The issues involved in the MPAA's campaign against movie piracy have been fairly clear-cut, from a legal standpoint; the organization correctly states that distributing copyrighted movies online without permission is illegal. However, the separate dispute involving the availability of copyrighted films and television shows on YouTube has proven to be more complex. In its 2007 legal complaint against YouTube, Viacom alleged that the site was "brazenly exploiting the infringing potential of digital technology XE "digital technology" " by allowing its users to upload copyrighted video content. But YouTube countered that it removed copyrighted content upon request, thereby fulfilling the requirements for legal protection under the DMCA's safe harbor provisions. Legal experts are closely monitoring the case to see whether its outcome will somehow limit the protections offered by the provisions.

Meanwhile, the U.S. recording industry has also become entangled in recent copyright disputes as it continues to wage a vigorous campaign against Internet music piracy. Total sales of recorded music dropped from $14.6 billion in 1999 to $11.5 billion in 2006, and industry insiders have often blamed that decline on the illegal downloading of copyrighted music from the Internet. However, critics of the industry counter that many other factors, such as a perceived decline in the quality of music, could be contributing to the sales falloff. Some observers argue that the RIAA's October 2007 court victory over Jammie Thomas was a major victory for music producers, and will set a strong precedent for penalizing Internet users who violate copyright laws. But others argue that the punishment was excessive, and predict that it will do little to deter copyright violations from occurring on the Internet in the future.

Advocates of the law maintain that sharing copyrighted materials online without permission is certainly illegal, regardless of whether people consider it to be a serious crime or not. "Because Internet uploading and transfer involves copying and distribution activity...there is no question that unauthorized file sharing constitutes direct copyright infringement," asserts Lateef Mtima, a law professor at Harvard University. Furthermore, Mtima maintains that the Internet has made it much easier for people to violate copyright laws than ever before. In the past, it was difficult to physically duplicate and distribute copyrighted materials on a large scale, he argues, but the Internet has changed things. He elaborates: “With the advent of digital technology...the practical obstacles to surreptitious copyright infringement largely disappeared. Today, possession of a single digital copy enables reproduction and distribution of a copyrighted work to an infinite number of people, and all from the privacy of a personal laptop.”

Other observers have raised similar concerns about the Web's potential to enable large-scale copyright violations. Columnist David Lazarus suggests that digital technology is perhaps "the greatest challenge ever faced by copyright holders," and adds that Internet users compound the problem by taking an apparently dismissive attitude towards copyright laws. "The real issue is the sense of entitlement that prompts many on the Net to believe that everything's up for grabs, that you shouldn't have to pay for anything found online," he writes. That kind of "dangerous" thinking, Lazarus continues, "makes it harder for providers of original content—book publishers, newspapers, musicians, filmmakers—to be adequately compensated for their work." In other words, Lazarus argues, widespread copyright violations on the Internet prevent creative people from earning the profits they deserve from their creative works (since those works are being made available online for free). As a result, fewer people will be motivated to become professional writers, musicians and filmmakers, he predicts. Many other copyright supporters have also argued that Internet copyright violations will erode creativity XE "creativity"  and culture, in the long term, by hurting artists and forcing them to seek alternative, more profitable careers.

The bottom line is that copyright holders deserve to be paid for their work when it is made available online, supporters say. Writing in the New York Times, computer scientist Jaron Lanier admits that he used to think that information should be available on the Internet for free but claims to have changed his mind. "Like so many in Silicon Valley in the 1990s, I thought the Web would increase opportunities for writers and artists. Instead [such opportunities] have decreased" because too much content is available for free online, he asserts. Lanier's perspective is shared by many of the major media companies that hold the copyrights to creative works produced by their employees. Those companies contend that Web sites such as YouTube should stop making copyrighted materials available without offering adequate compensation in return. "YouTube is an efficient sharing platform," acknowledges Alan Bell, an executive at Paramount Studios, "[but] it's just not being used properly." Bell admits that YouTube takes down infringing material when asked to do so, "but the site is so vast that the next day it's up on the platform again, posted by another user," he contends.

Google Book Search has been similarly criticized. Journalist Jonathan V. Last singles out the project for harsh criticism, writing in the Weekly Standard that "the sheer volume of the copying [by Google] provides them cover, since no one entry stands out in the sea. The violation of one copyright is a crime, the violation of 20 million is a statistic." He adds, "In the world of books, it is the ideas and the authors that matter most....That is why copyright exists in the first place, to protect the value of these creative works, a value which Google is trying mightily to deny."

Opponents of enforcing copyright laws on the Internet are divided into two camps, broadly speaking. One group questions the whole notion of applying copyright protections to the Internet, arguing that the Web is an open environment where information should be exchanged without legal restrictions. The other group has more respect for copyright law, but cautions that strictly enforcing it on the Web could stifle the Internet's cultural and technological development. In general, members of both camps argue that copyright law should bend to accommodate the Internet, not vice versa. According to some critics of copyright, the dangers of Internet piracy have been exaggerated. The majority of Internet users do not intentionally violate copyrights, they argue, adding that accidental cases of infringement do not necessarily harm copyright holders that much. Generally speaking, people who exchange copyrighted materials on the Internet are just enthusiastic about their favorite songs, books and films, critics maintain. "[Internet] users want to be passionate about what their interests are," says Richard Rosenblatt, founder of the social networking site MySpace. "The habit of sharing them has become a cultural phenomenon. Online communities like YouTube, MySpace and me.TV are all about embracing self-expression." Such self-expression is relatively harmless, critics of copyright argue, and should not be vulnerable to legal action.

Even those Internet users who are guilty of copyright violations do not necessarily deserve harsh punishments, critics say. For example, many observers argue that the $222,000 fine levied against Jammie Thomas for music file sharing was extremely excessive. Thomas herself expressed doubt that she could afford to pay it, saying, "I'm a single mother who makes $36,000 a year—you can't get blood from a turnip." Opponents insist that it is ultimately counterproductive for organizations such as the RIAA to sue Internet users for copyright infringement. "The lawsuits make people angry, and that's not a good relationship to have with customers," says Phil Leigh, president of Inside Digital Media, a research firm. Leigh argues that the recording industry should find ways to make a profit from putting more music online legally, rather than focusing on suing users who share music without the recording companies' permission.

Several other observers have argued along similar lines, that the burden should be on copyright holders to find ways to make a profit from the Internet. In other words, they argue that copyright holders need to embrace the Web rather than attack it, and work with—not against—the desire of Internet users to share copyrighted material online. "Whether studios like it or not, users are going to find ways to rip off clips from favorite television shows like NBC's The Office," says media expert Michael Goldstein, citing one example of a popular program that is sometimes shared online. "So let's give it to them." Goldstein suggests that television studios should make more of their programs available for legal downloading, which he contends is the best way to prevent illegal file sharing. Goldstein's argument, like Leigh's, respects copyright law but also implies that its enforcement on the Internet is problematic. Both of their comments reflect the viewpoint that copyright holders need to resolve their own problems with the Internet, and cannot achieve their goals by punishing individual Web users for acts of infringement.

Other observers are more openly critical of copyright law, arguing that its strict application to the Internet could have negative effects. For example, Lawrence Iser—a lawyer who specializes in media-related cases—argues that it would be especially harmful to the Internet if Viacom won its current copyright battle against YouTube. A legal victory for Viacom, he says, "would cast a chilling effect on the ability of Internet businesses to create new forms for delivering content." Iser adds, "The ultimate losers would be people who want to forge ahead technologically without being sued by the large content companies." Other critics stress that copyright holders are already protected by the DMCA, which empowers them to demand that Web sites such as YouTube take down infringing content. Viacom's lawsuit constitutes a direct and potentially destructive challenge to the DMCA, they argue. "Viacom seems to be saying, 'We don't like the compromise that the DMCA has set out, and we want to go around the law,'" says Wendy Seltzer, a law professor at Harvard University. Like Iser, she cautions that a victory for Viacom would hurt Internet companies by forcing them to "negotiate with every sort of copyright claimant" in the future, which she calls a "prohibitive" burden.

How will copyright law be enforced on the Internet in the future? It is difficult to answer that question with any certainty, particularly since the results of several major copyright lawsuits are pending. For now, a huge amount of copyrighted material remains on the Internet, some of it authorized, some of it not. Perhaps legal downloading is the wave of the future. Maybe copyright holders will offer their material more freely to end-users and circumvent the desire to illegally procure content. Some experiments along those lines have already proven successful, they argue, such as Apple's iTunes service and a variety of Web sites that offer legal movie downloads. But it remains to be seen whether the predicted growth in legal downloading will have a major impact on the many copyright violations, both accidental and intentional, that continue to occur on the Internet.
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Questions for Thought

Should copyright laws be strictly enforced on the Internet, or would such measures stifle the World Wide Web's technological and cultural growth?

Do you think that downloading copyrighted materials from the Internet is a serious offense? Have you ever illegally downloaded something? Would you do so in the future?

How should copyright laws be applied to the Internet? Should they be enforced strictly, or should courts relax copyright protections and permit the Internet to develop with minimal legal restrictions?

Do you think that Web sites such as YouTube, and online databases such as Google Book Search, violate copyright laws? If so, should they be shut down, somehow changed in response to copyright holders' concerns, or allowed to continue operating as they are now? 

Was the $220,000 judgment against alleged music pirate Jammie Thomas excessive or fair, in your view? What kinds of punishments do you think are appropriate for illegal file sharing?

Sample Topic Questions

Should copyright laws be strictly enforced on the Web?

Jammie Thomas: What legal repercussions should Internet users face when they commit copyright infringement?

Is the DMCA too harsh on copyright infringers?

Further Research

Check out the Wikipedia entry on Jammie Thomas' trial: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capitol_v._Thomas 

Compare Kazaa to the legal iTunes: http://www.kazaa.com/ and http://www.apple.com/itunes/   

Apple Links answers the question “is music piracy stealing?” http://www.applelinks.com/mooresviews/pirate.shtml 

Check out the official website of the Motion Picture Association of America http://www.mpaa.org/ 

Cost of College Education
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“You have four years to be irresponsible here. Relax. Work is for people with jobs. You'll never remember class time, but you'll remember time you wasted hanging out with your friends. So, stay out late. Go out on a Tuesday with your friends when you have a paper due Wednesday. Spend money you don't have. Drink 'til sunrise. The work never ends, but college does...” 

~ Tom Petty, singer. 

“If you tell folks you're a college student, folks are so impressed. You can be a student in anything and not have to know anything. Just say toxicology or marine biokinesis, and the person you're talking to will change the subject to himself. If this doesn't work, mention the neural synapses of embryonic pigeons.”

 ~ Chuck Palahniuk, journalist. 

"College is a refuge from hasty judgment." 

~ Robert Frost, poet. 

"College is a place to keep warm between high school and an early marriage." 

~ George Gobel, commedian. 

Mired deep in debt 

Going to class all day long

My education 

Nearly four centuries after Harvard College became colonial America's first institution of higher learning XE "higher learning"  in 1636, the college degree remains the most important credential associated with the American ideal of upward mobility. It continues to be highly prized by members of every social demographic XE "demographic" . However, there are a wide variety of approaches to higher education in the United States. Not only are there hundreds of public and private four-year colleges and universities, but there are also a great many community colleges XE "community colleges"  and vocational schools XE "vocational schools" . How should prospective University entrants approach college? Should they be wary of committing to school and its attendant financial obligations or do the long-term advantages outweigh the costs? 

The monetary value of a college degree is hard to dispute. According to the U.S. Census Bureau XE "U.S. Census Bureau" , adults aged 18 and older holding a bachelor's degree earned an average of $51,544 in 2004, compared with an average of $28,645 earned by those with a high school diploma -- about 73% more. Multiplied over the course of a lifetime, that could translate into a difference in income of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Other U.S. Census Bureau statistics present evidence in support of the long-term monetary value of a college degree to both individual citizens and society as a whole. Census Bureau figures indicate that college graduates are less likely to be unemployed or slip into poverty than their peers with only high school diplomas. In addition, statistics show that college graduates are more likely to take better care of themselves, participate in volunteer activities and vote in elections than those with lesser academic credentials.1 

In decades past, a college education was seen as a mark of privilege. That was partially due to high tuition XE "tuition"  costs and to the fact that most jobs required little academic training. Work int he agricultural and manufacturing sectors did not demand skilled labor. Most families' economic security depended on their children joining the workforce as soon as they could. Over the course of the 20th century, however, it became easier to earn a college degree, as both government and business came to rely more on an educated workforce XE "workforce"  and worked to lower the cost of education. With the gradual decline of the country's manufacturing base and the growth of service-sector office jobs, the percentage of Americans with at least some college credits has risen steadily. According to the U.S. Department of Labor XE "U.S. Department of Labor" , nearly 70% of office workers have a postsecondary education. In 1973, that percentage stood at only 38%.2 

Recently, however, several factors have led many to question the value of a college degree. The high cost of attending college, the rapidly changing job market XE "job market"  and the prevalence of inadequately skilled graduates have prompted many to wonder if going to college will continue to be worthwhile. Additionally, some experts question whether an economy can support a workforce comprised entirely of college-educated, white-collar office workers. Should every American pursue a college degree? How useful are such degrees? Does spending time in college lead to the betterment of society? 

Those who argue for the value of a traditional four-year college degree tend to say that a college education affords graduates greater employment and economic opportunity, providing them with the intellectual tools best suited for meeting the challenges of a competitive, changing economy. They contend that college graduates benefit society because they are healthier, more civic-minded and able to contribute more to the national tax base because of their higher incomes. All these factors could lead to greater social inequality XE "social inequality"  if the opportunity to obtain a college education is diminished or denied.3 

Those who question the value of a college degree point out that because attending college has become so expensive and the employment opportunities for college graduates so much more limited, many graduates will be hard-pressed to secure the kind of employment that will allow them to compete in a changing job market. Rising college tuition costs over the past quarter century have forced many students to take out larger loans to pay for their educations. The increased average debt at graduation, they argue, will make it more difficult for college grads to become financially independent. Some advocate promoting and raising the performance standards of community colleges and vocational schools XE "vocational schools" . That, they say, would create a workforce that could more readily adapt to a fluctuating economic landscape.4 

The history of higher education in the United States mirrors the history of the nation itself. At the time of the Revolutionary War, nine chartered degree-granting colleges had already been established in Great Britain's North American colonies--Harvard College, the College of William and Mary, Dartmouth College, and what were to become Yale University, Brown University, Columbia University, the University of Pennsylvania, Princeton University, and Rutgers University. Those schools, attendance at which was restricted to males, were modeled upon Britain's own renowned Cambridge and Oxford universities, and most were affiliated with particular religious denominations. Puritans, Presbyterians, Baptists, Quakers and officials of the Church of England were among those who exercised control over those schools. After the colonies won their independence from Britain, British influence over, and financing of, those institutions dwindled. As a result, the costs of operating and attending them rose. College enrollment XE "enrollment"  remained low, since territorial expansion and the nation's economic growth provided an array of job opportunities. Men who did pursue a college education became the nation's political and religious leaders.5 

A new vision for higher education arose with the nation's third president, Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson was an early proponent of state-funded education with scientific inquiry as its guiding principle. Jefferson at least partially realized his vision when he founded the University of Virginia in Charlottesville in 1819. The emerging network of colleges across the expanding U.S. eventually adopted much of his educational philosophy. Jefferson advocated opening higher education to more citizens. He advocated colleges and universities that were free of religious influence or affiliation and where students could study many new fields in which courses were not offered at private universities. He argued that the United State's evolving democracy needed an educated populace, and that the country should be run by an intellectual aristocracy XE "intellectual aristocracy"  that differed from the landed, wealthy aristocracies of the Old World XE "Old World" .6 

By the early 1800s, the Industrial Revolution XE "Industrial Revolution"  that had transformed Europe beginning in the late 1700s had made its way to the United States. This period of social and economic upheaval prompted a major migration from small farms to cities, where individuals obtained jobs in large factories. If the United States was going to continue expanding territorially and growing economically, it was going to need an educated class, not only to manage the production of its goods and services with maximum efficiency, but to be innovators as well. Despite the social and economic upheaval, the era did enjoy the birth of the modern research university championed by such influential American intellectuals as the philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-82) and his colleague Charles W. Eliot (1834-1926), who was president of Harvard from 1869 to 1909.7 

Following Jefferson's example, Eliot helped advance an educational approach that came to be commonly referred to as the "liberal arts XE "liberal arts" ." His approach to higher education -- which remains the standard for the vast majority of both high school and college curricula -- emphasized variety. It aimed to impart general knowledge of literature, mathematics, history and science to develop the necessary critical thinking tools to prepare students for social and professional advancement. Such ideas led many institutions to require entrance examinations as criteria for admission. As a result, a high school diploma became a prerequisite for higher education, and college graduates became increasingly sought after by employers as the U.S. economy expanded and diversified.8 

The importance of the public state university to the expansion of the U.S. also grew during the late 19th century. That was spurred in large part by the federal Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862. Under the act, each eligible state received a total of 30,000 acres of federal land, either within or contiguous to its boundaries, for each member of congress the state had as of the census of 1860. This land, or the proceeds from its sale, was to be used toward establishing and funding educational institutions, especially agricultural colleges. Under section six of the Act, "[n]o State while in a condition of rebellion or insurrection against the government of the United States shall be entitled to the benefit of this act," in reference to the recent secession of several Southern states and the currently raging American Civil War. After the war, however, the Morrill Land Grant was extended to the former Confederate states. The provisions of the act were eventually extended to every state and territory, including those created after 1862. If the federal land within a state was insufficient to meet that state's land grant, the state was issued "scrip" which authorized the state to select federal lands in other states to fund its institution.9 Congress later recognized the need to disseminate the knowledge gained at the land-grant colleges to farmers and homemakers. The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 XE "Smith-Lever Act of 1914"  started federal funding of cooperative extension, with the land-grant universities' agents being sent to virtually every county of every state. Starting in 1887, Congress also funded agricultural experiment stations and various categories of agricultural and veterinary research "under direction of" the land-grant universities.10 

As a result of the land grant acts and the development of private women's colleges, the 19th century also saw the advancement of women in higher education. Women traditionally had not been admitted to most private institutions of higher learning. Oberlin College in Ohio in 1833 became the first college to admit women.11 

The first school to be conceived specifically as a college for women was Wesleyan College chartered in 1836. The earliest women's colleges tended to be liberal arts schools that educated women to be teachers. But that education also prepared young women for roles as community leaders and social benefactors. Thus, we might say, liberalization of collegiate admissions standards and the introduction of coeducation laid the foundation not only for the Suffrage Movement, but also for the Women's Liberation Movement XE "Women's Liberation Movement"  of the 1970s. Almost all of the formerly women's colleges are now coeducational, and virtually all major colleges and universities accept women. Today, women comprise 58% of college undergraduates.12 

I can think of a reason right now why many guys might want to go to college! 

Many colleges and universities, public and private, were crippled by an economic downturn in the years immediately following World War I. But college attendance nearly doubled in the decade after the war, and the number of those who attained a degree nearly tripled -- to 140,000, from 53,000 -- as people gained a new perspective on the benefits of a college education.13 

The establishment of the Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 XE "Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944"  (better known as the G.I. Bill XE "G.I. Bill" ) offered veterans of World War II a variety of benefits, including a virtually free college education. Nearly 8 million veterans took advantage of the G.I. Bill, and enrollment in universities skyrocketed. As the vast majority of those veterans who enrolled came from low- and middle-income backgrounds, the G.I. Bill is often credited with promoting the perception of higher education as an opportunity for all instead of a privilege of the elite. The G.I. Bill has been periodically amended over the years, extending education possibilities not only to military veterans but, in some cases, to their family members as well.14 

With the growth of the civil rights movement in the 1960s, other government programs made colleges more affordable and provided greater educational opportunities for students from a broad range of social and economic backgrounds. The Higher Education Act XE "Higher Education Act"  and the Guaranteed Student Loan Act XE "Guaranteed Student Loan Act" , both of which were signed into law in 1965, helped fund college education for millions of U.S. citizens. In 1973, the government's establishment of the Pell Grant XE "Pell Grant"  program provided college aid for low-income students; unlike loans, those grants did not have to be repaid. More recently, in 1997, Congress passed legislation, signed by President Bill Clinton, aimed at reducing the financial burden on college students and their families through tax credits and special savings accounts. One result of those initiatives was that, between 1950 and 1990, college enrollment skyrocketed. The number of U.S. colleges and universities virtually doubled, rising to approximately 3,500 from about 1,800. Analysts suggest that the emergence of the U.S. as the world's sole economic and military superpower by the end of the century was in no small part due to the success of its academic institutions.15 

Despite the growth of higher education in the U.S. over the last quarter century, since 2000 there has been a sharp decline in the proportion of students who finish college in comparison with those in other developed nations. That decline, coupled with a sharp rise in higher education tuition, has fueled concern that colleges are once again becoming less accessible to low-income students. Additionally, strong evidence that academic standards and achievement have dropped across all levels of U.S. higher education has led to concern that an increasing number of college graduates are ill-prepared to join the workforce.16 

In July 2009, President Obama explained his administration's stance on higher education. His plan expresses a renewed federal commitment to community colleges. His plan, called the American Graduation Initiative XE "American Graduation Initiative" , is intended to increase overall graduation levels by bolstering community colleges through a proposed $12 billion grant. Introducing his plan, Obama said: "Now is the time to build a firmer, stronger foundation for growth that will not only withstand future economic storms, but one that helps us thrive and compete in a global economy. It's time to reform our community colleges so that they provide Americans of all ages a chance to learn the skills and knowledge necessary to compete for the jobs of the future."17 

Community colleges are two-year, publicly funded institutions that primarily attract and accept local students. Community college graduates often transfer to four-year colleges or universities to complete their education. Often overlooked in discussions of our country's post-secondary education system, community colleges are credited with training a large number of graduates who go on to work in such diverse fields as nursing, paralegal services and hotel management. As tuitions at four-year institutions have spiked in recent years, enrollment at comparatively cheaper community colleges has surged. In addition, vocational schools that train students for jobs in areas such as plumbing, automotive repair and information technology have also received renewed attention because those highly skilled jobs cannot be outsourced the way so many lower-level white-collar U.S. jobs have been in recent years.18 

Critics who question whether a college degree is the ticket to upward mobility point to a discrepancy between what is being taught and the challenges graduates confront while getting and keeping a job. With the costs of repaying a college loan in an unstable job market rising prohibitively, critics claim that a college degree is hardly a stepping stone to financial independence. Education consultant and career counselor Marty Nemko says, "[t]he Bachelor's Degree? It's America's most overrated product. When your parents had a bachelor's degree it was a big deal. Today it's like a hunting license for a job."19 

Nemko writes that the problem is that there are not enough jobs to go around for all these degree holders. This is true even with a supposedly marketable degree such as a PhD. in molecular biology. In the 1980s, that Ph.D. opened doors to lots of desirable positions. By the late ‘90s, there were more PhDs than jobs, so many PhDs were forced to accept a one-year “post-doc” before being able to land a real position. Today, thousands of PhDs sit in post-docs for years waiting for a real job. That has become so pervasive that local, state, and federal advocacy associations now exist for post-docs. See, for example, nationalpostdoc.org. Nemko encourages people to take the money they would pay for college to train for actual work.20 

As a footnote to Nemko's comments, it is interesting to note that he holds a Ph.D. from the University of California, Berkeley.21 

Skeptics wonder if employers are motivated to hire college graduates by something other than the desire for talented employees. Journalist Barbara Ehrenreich describes in the Nation the manner in which she believes that some employers take advantage of the graduates they hire, speculating that "what attracts employers to college grads is the scent of desperation." She continues, "[u]nless your parents are rich and doting, you will walk away from commencement with a debt averaging $20,000 and no health insurance." She concludes that "we need a distinguished blue ribbon commission to investigate [higher education's] role as a toll booth on the road to employment."22 

As college tuition rises faster than inflation and wages, some critics suggest that it is no longer worthwhile for young people to attend college, given the expense. "Young people are entering adulthood, entering the workforce, with this huge burden on their shoulders, and as a society we need to ask, 'Is this really how we should be educating people?' " says Edie Irons, a spokesperson for the Project on Student Debt, an independent policy group advocating more affordable education. "When young people are starting out in the hole, how are they going to afford to buy a house or go to grad school or start a business or start a family?" Irons asks.23 

Maybe college is now doing the job that high school used to do. Contending that students graduate from high school with poor basic skills (such as composition and elementary algebra) relative to their predecessors, skeptics wonder if college is for everyone. Richard Vedder, a professor of economics at Ohio University, told Korva Coleman on the National Public Radio program Tell Me More: "I think some kids are going to college that probably shouldn't go to college....[T]here are a lot of jobs out there that are being created or that exist that are not jobs that require college education."24 

Those who question the costs and practical value of a four-year college degree often point to community colleges as places to train or retrain people at a fraction of the cost of state or private colleges and universities. Those critics tout the benefits of the often smaller class sizes, more dedicated faculty members and more focused training that community colleges offer. Such schools, they say, are well-positioned to provide students with utilitarian skills to fill jobs that are unlikely to be outsourced, now or in the future, in such areas as health care, plumbing or electrical work, to name just a few. In extolling the benefits of community colleges, journalist Laura Fitzpatrick notes in Time magazine that "[w]hile four-year universities have the financial resources to lure top professors and students, they are by nature slow-moving. Community colleges, on the other hand, are smaller and able to tack quickly in changing winds. They often partner with local businesses and can [fund] continuing-education courses mid-semester in response to industry needs, getting students in and out and ready to work-fast."25 

However you value higher education, college is an investment in the future. Those who enroll in postsecondary school are demonstrating a high discount rate XE "discount rate"  -- a willingness to invest in the future. Those who have this attitude are not necessarily cautious, they are optimistic about what the future holds. College students have to believe that their education will make them more productive and therefore higher paid workers after they graduate. As the present financial crisis winds down, the United States will continue to produce college graduates eager to gain a foothold in society. But if the job market tightens and college graduates, with or without expensive loans to pay back, are unable to secure decently paid or meaningful employment, then the value of a college degree will become even more debatable. 
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Questions for Thought 

· Why would you/did you go to college? Do you think it will be/was worth the investment? Why? 

· Is cultivating real-world work skills a better use of four years than a college education? 

· Some argue that community colleges and vocational schools are better than four-year colleges at fostering skills needed for a wide variety of specialized fields. Do you agree with that assessment? 

· Research shows that higher levels of education correspond with better citizenship and a healthier lifestyle. Is there a way to achieve this without a college degree? 

· Should colleges amend their approach to education by requiring that students master practical, mechanical skills? 

Further Reading 

Check out Marty Nemko's website here: http://www.martynemko.com/ 

The College Board website identifies some of the advantages of going to college. Read it here: http://www.collegeboard.com/ 

Check out US News and World Report's college page: http://colleges.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/ 
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 “Cameras in the courtroom will change what we have had for centuries and what the people of this country seem to think is a valuable service in the criminal justice system.” ~Catherine Crier

“I think it's taken up every year, sometimes more forcefully than others, but it doesn't seem to me that there's a real likelihood that would permanently guarantee the presence of cameras in the courtroom. Certainly, as time goes by, New York is going to become more and more of an aberration.” ~Robert Freeman

"The O.J. Simpson trial set cameras in the courtroom back probably 10 years." ~Stephen Key

"If you take the cameras out of the courtroom, then you hide a certain measure of truth from the public." ~Lance Ito

"Nothing tends more to render judges careful in their decision and anxiously solicitous to do exact justice than the consciousness that every act of theirs is subject to the intelligent scrutiny of their fellow men and to candid criticism." ~ William Howard Taft, former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court

In 1946, the Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure XE "Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure"  forbade electronic media coverage of criminal proceedings at the federal level. But TV was just getting popular. In 1965 the Supreme Court reversed a criminal conviction in the state-level case of Estes v. Texas, finding that televising the proceedings had deprived the defendant of a fair trial XE "fair trial" . The court argued that the bright lights, numerous cables and noise from the cameras had had a disruptive effect. It said that such elements, aside from being disruptive on their own, served as a constant reminder of the fact that the trial was appearing on television. The court ruled that knowing that cameras were present caused participants to alter their behavior accordingly, potentially endangering the right of the defendant to a fair trial. The court left open the option, however, that more subtle methods of recording might someday allow trials to be televised. “All are entitled to the same rights as the general public," the court said. "The news reporter is not permitted to bring his typewriter or printing press. When the advances in these arts permit reporting by printing press or by television without their present hazards to a fair trial we will have another case."

Do the advances in the art of video capture permit unobtrusive reporting? Can film be taken without hazarding an unfair trial?

Magnuson and Spector think so. Their editorial in the Star Tribune (Twin Cities, Minnesota) argues that courtroom dramas have been a television staple since "Perry Mason." But for Americans who are seeking information, not entertainment XE "entertainment" , about the workings of the third branch of government, TV screenplays are no substitute for the real thing. Most states allow appellate court proceedings to be televised. But the pacesetter for all judicial matters in the country, the U.S. Supreme Court, remains reluctant to broadcast all of its approximately 75 hour-long oral argument sessions per year. Since 2000, it has released audio recordings of selected cases on request by the government affairs cable channel C-SPAN, but the Supreme Court has refused to permit cameras in its courtroom. Magnuson and Spector point out that in the YouTube age, that bar to judicial transparency is obsolescent. Arguments are still mounted that the presence of video cameras would alter behavior, stifle candor and ultimately distort the administration of justice in courtrooms. But those arguments presume in trial participants a self-consciousness in the presence of cameras that is much reduced today, when cameras are almost as ubiquitous as cell phones. (In fact, in many cases, they are cell phones.)

Mark Cohen, responding to the Star Tribune editorial, does not feel that filming appellate sessions is such a no-brainer. Cohen points to cases, such as gang prosecutions XE "gang prosecutions" , where there were be consequences to a witnesses knowing that everyone in his/her neighborhood might be watching in real time on a laptop. A case involving the testimony of a traumatized domestic-violence victim XE "domestic-violence victim"  would be another instance in which the presence of cameras might have a chilling effect. Under our current rules, cameras are allowed in trial court proceedings only if both parties and the judge sign off. Since this almost never happens, there is a good argument to be made that the rules are too restrictive. On the other hand, Mr. Cohen wants to marginalize the legitimate concerns of some prosecutors, defense lawyers and judges who point out that there are cases where the cameras could have a negative impact on the administration of justice. He feels our Supreme Court is wisely taking a measured approach, using pilot projects to assess the pros and cons and to see first hand the real-world impact and suspects that proponents of cameras in the courtroom are right that in many instances the cameras will not have a meaningful impact on trial court proceedings, and may, in fact, boost public confidence in government’s most misunderstood branch. As we saw with the Franken/Coleman recount proceeding, cameras can serve as a valuable public informational tool that reaffirms the legitimacy of what courts do. On the other hand, there clearly will be situations in which cameras may have a detrimental impact (the O.J. Simpson XE "O.J. Simpson"  case being the most widely cited example nationally). Whatever approach we adopt to cameras in the courtroom, we must have an effective out for cases in which the fairness of the proceeding is likely to be compromised.

Cameras at the Supreme Court level may be buoyed by the retirement of Justice David Souter. In March 1996, Souter was testifying before a U.S. House committee when he responded to a question about opening court proceedings to greater public view. "The day you see a camera roll into our courtroom it's going to roll over my dead body," he said. A New York Times account noted that Souter told the committee that when he was a judge in New Hampshire, camera coverage had affected his behavior on the bench because he believed some questions would be taken out of context on the evening news. The judiciary is not a political institution, he said, "nor is it part of the entertainment industry." That unyielding opposition to bringing television into the Supreme Court became a touchstone for the federal judiciary XE "federal judiciary"  and the press whenever the "cameras in courtrooms" subject arose. Souter — widely reported at the time of his nomination not to have a television in his Weare, N.H., home — made his views known early about TV and court proceedings. At his 1990 confirmation hearings, he acknowledged there might be some public value to broadcasting from the Court. But he warned that even with advances in technology that make cameras unobtrusive, there remained the danger that they would be distracting, and he said that was something to be avoided by all means. Souter maintains his "no cameras" rule even outside the Court: In remarks in May to a Washington, D.C., symposium, Souter touted a program to re-educate Americans about the fundamentals of government — but would not allow still or video cameras to record his plea. However he's ranked among Supreme Court justices, Souter certainly has this distinction on the camera issue: Opinions don't get any shorter — or less ambiguous — than "No."

But even with Souter retiring, any renewed congressional proposals to allow TV coverage of all open Supreme Court sessions are not likely to succeed. Several justices are strongly opposed and even Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg — who might permit telecasts if they were under Court control — is unwilling to allow cameras inside unless there is a unanimous invitation.

Sometimes the camera is expected. In Oneida County, New York, David Felder, a 20-year old murder suspect refused to speak during his arraignment because no cameras were present. Felder wanted his 15 minutes of fame and, in silently waiting for the cameras to arrive, he lost his ability to accept a one-time plea bargain that would have secured a 19 year sentence in exchange for a first-degree manslaughter plea — far less than the 25-life he faces if convicted of second degree murder after trial. Maybe Felder is making a conscious decision to sacrifice his future to get cameras in the courtroom. Media outlets everywhere should be proud.

If news cameras are, indeed, a prejudicial force in the courtroom, they should not be allowed. If parties, attorneys or judges are intimidated by the thought that what they say will be seen by others, the interest of due process should supersede media availability, even when that availability provides some transparency and accountability.
 Justice Souter's retirement is a big step toward allowing cameras, but right now the courtroom door remains shut to multimedia recording.
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Questions for Thought

Why would a camera intimidate each party in a courtroom setting? Attorneys? Judges? Defendants?

Do you agree with the petitioner's argument in Estes v. Texas that having cameras in the courtroom caused an unfair trial?

Is there a substantive difference between audio recordings and full-fledged cameras?

Do you agree with the argument that the YouTube generation is immune to the intimidation of cameras?

How has camera technology changed since the Estes case in 1965? Is it time for a “new case”?

Sample Topic Questions

Does Justice Souter's retirement mean the Supreme Court will be open to cameras?

Should cameras be allowed in courtrooms at the trial level?

Do cameras in the courtroom turn judicial proceedings into an entertainment circus?

YouTube generation: Are we big enough to have cameras in the courtroom?

Further Research

Check out the text of the Estes decision here: http://supreme.justia.com/us/381/532/case.html 

The University of Iowa maintains a page with an excellent collection of resources on this issue. Read up here: http://bailiwick.lib.uiowa.edu/journalism/mediaLaw/cameras.html 
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 “The Janjaweed are like a grotesque mixture of the mafia and the Ku Klux Klan, ... These guys have a racist ideology that sees the Arab population as the supreme population that would like to see the subjugation of non-Arab peoples. They’re criminal racketeers that have been supported very directly by the government to wage the war against the people of Darfur.” ~John Prendergast, co-founder of the Enough Project, an initiative to end genocide

"Despite the increase in world attention toward Sudan in the past months, the genocide in Darfur has continued without any serious attempt by the Sudanese government to do what governments primarily exist to do, protect their citizens." ~Tom Allen (R-Maine)

"It really is quite remarkable that Darfur has become a household name." ~Nicholas Kristof, columnist

"We estimate that humanitarian agencies have access to about 350,000 vulnerable people in Darfur - only about one third of the estimated total population in need." ~Jan Egeland, former United Nations Undersecretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator

"We need to begin an all-out diplomatic offensive on Darfur in order to prepare the way for a peacekeeping force that can ensure protection for the people of Darfur." ~Kendrick Meek (D-Florida)

The humanitarian crisis in Darfur XE "Darfur"  – a region in western Sudan roughly the size of France – is widely recognized as one of the direst in the world. Hundreds of thousands of civilians native to the area have been killed by local militias XE "local militias" , while millions more have had to flee their homes for refugee camps; thousands have died of disease and starvation in those camps. The crisis in Darfur began in 2003, around the time that a decades-long civil war XE "civil war"  between the Sudanese government, based in the north of the country, and southern rebels was drawing to a close. A separate coalition of rebels in Darfur attacked government troops, provoking a response in which government-sponsored militias – known as the Janjaweed XE "Janjaweed"  – began a systematic campaign of destroying Darfuri villages and killing their residents. Marc Lacey described the situation for the New York Times: "The Janjaweed ride camels and horses and use automatic weapons against those they come across. They ride into villages en masse and shoot anyone in sight. As the militiamen torch and loot, the villagers grab what they can and run."

In March 2009, the International Criminal Court (ICC) XE "International Criminal Court (ICC)"  – an international body with over 100 member nations committed to prosecuting individuals for crimes against humanity – issued a warrant for the arrest of Sudan's president, Omar Hassan al-Bashir, charging him with seven counts of human rights violations and war crimes. The arrest warrant has since become a significant source of controversy, as it represents the first concrete step that the international community has taken against Bashir. Supporters of the ICC's decision maintain that the warrant presents a real opportunity to begin halting the crisis in Darfur, which has been labeled by much genocide. The international community must send a firm message that genocide will not be tolerated, and the warrant is a good way to do just that, proponents assert. Warrants previously issued by international tribunals XE "international tribunals"  against leaders accused of perpetrating acts of aggression against their own people have had favorable results, supporters add. Critics, meanwhile, caution that the warrant may have unnecessarily complicated the Darfur peace process. There is no guarantee that issuing a warrant will hasten the end of the genocide, opponents say; indeed, it may result in the region plunging into complete chaos. Critics note that Bashir's first act after the ICC issued the warrant was to oust 13 international humanitarian aid XE "humanitarian aid"  groups from Darfur, a decision that may result in great suffering and/or death for hundreds of thousands of people. The ICC should back away from its prosecutorial approach and give diplomacy more of a chance to work, critics maintain.

The cultural divide in Sudan dates back several centuries. The country's northern region, which has been heavily influenced by neighboring Egypt, is primarily Arab and Muslim. People in the south, however, tend to be Christians or Animists (believers in a traditional world of spirits), and their ethnicity is often described as "black African." Between 1899 and 1956, Sudan was jointly ruled by Britain and Egypt. During that time, the north and south were governed as separate territories, with Sudanese citizens restricted from traveling between the two areas. In 1956, after Sudan became independent, war erupted between the north and the south almost immediately. Over the next several years, a coalition of southern forces, known as the Anya Nya, battled a succession of military regimes in the north. The war—later known as the first Sudanese civil war—concluded in 1972 with the signing of a peace agreement in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, granting autonomy to the south. In 1983, Sudan's president, Gaafar Nimeiry, violated the south's autonomy by imposing Islamic law—a stringent legal system based on a fundamentalist XE "fundamentalist"  view of Islam—on all of Sudan, including the south.

The move reignited the conflict in Sudan, as the south united under the rebel group the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) XE "Sudan People's Liberation Army (SPLA)" , headed by antigovernment leader John Garang. A major factor in the conflict was the discovery of significant amounts of oil in southern Sudan in the 1970s; while the Sudanese government profited greatly from exporting that oil, the south remained mired in poverty. Nimeiry's government, meanwhile, was overthrown by a coup in 1985; a series of military governments took control of the north over the next several years. In 1989, Bashir came to power as the leader of a coup organized by the Revolutionary Command Council. That organization dissolved in 1993 and appointed Bashir president of Sudan. The second Sudanese civil war raged for two decades and resulted in millions of deaths, with millions more displaced from their homes. Both the government and rebel forces have been blamed for human rights violations committed during the war. Human rights organizations have accused the north, in particular, of committing many atrocities in an attempt to depopulate much of the south. Indeed, the government's strategy in prosecuting the war was to arm local militias who, according to Harvard University researcher and expert in African politics Alexander De Waal, made "famine and scorched earth their weapons of choice." A report by the humanitarian agency the United States Committee for Refugees said, "Even by the standards of Africa, even by the standards of war...this loss of life and destruction of economy and society is far beyond the line."

In 2005, after more than 20 years of bloodshed, the northern government and southern rebels agreed to a treaty ending the war. Part of the agreement involved dividing Sudan's oil revenue between north and south. The agreement also granted southern Sudan autonomy for six years, with a referendum on independence to follow thereafter. Under the treaty, Garang was appointed Sudan's vice president. Only three weeks after taking office, however, Garang was killed in a helicopter crash. Though the government denied any role in Garang's death, many observers were suspicious of the timing of the crash.

Around the time that the Sudanese civil war was concluding, armed rebels from Darfur rose up against the Sudanese government. Tension had been mounting in Darfur for some time. While the region is not torn by the religious differences that have fueled the conflict between northern and southern Sudan (most Darfuris are Muslim), there are varying degrees of ethnic and cultural differences between Darfuris. Inhabitants of Darfur are often described as belonging to one of two groups: Arab nomads and black farmers (the latter are sometimes referred to as "black African" or just "African"). According to De Waal, the nomads tend to move "vast distances between dry-season grazing areas in central and southern Darfur and wet-season pastures on the edge of the desert in the north." Additionally, according to De Waal, "Most of those conventionally described as nomads are in fact herders who occupy well-defined areas." De Waal has also noted that the ethnic differences between Darfuris have been exaggerated in some media reports. He has written, "Despite talk of 'Arabs' and 'Africans,' it is rarely possible to tell on the basis of skin colour which group an individual Darfurian belongs to. All have lived there for centuries and all are Muslims."

For many years, Darfuri farmers and nomads coexisted peacefully. A drought in the mid-1980s, however, made resources scarce. Ethnic and cultural differences between the two groups became more prevalent as competition for resources increased. As poverty worsened in Darfur, many Darfuris began to feel increasingly marginalized by the Sudanese government, sympathizing with the antigovernment views of the SPLA. An armed Darfuri rebel group, known as the Sudan Liberation Army (SLA) XE "Sudan Liberation Army (SLA)" , emerged in the early 2000s. The SLA eventually allied itself with the Islamic group the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM) XE "Justice and Equality Movement (JEM)" , which was comprised of loyalists to Hassan al-Turabi, a former ally of Bashir's.

In 2003 the Darfuri rebel coalition launched an ambitious attack on government troops at El Fasher airport, in northern Darfur. The government responded with military force, but failed to quell the rebellion. What Bashir then did, according to De Waal, was to turn to his "cabal of security officers" who had been responsible for the "scorched earth" campaign in the south during the second civil war. Thereafter, the government began arming and otherwise aiding a militia group of Arab nomads called the Janjaweed. According to many accounts, the Janjaweed began riding into Darfuri villages on horses and camels in 2003, terrorizing the residents. Atrocities committed by the Janjaweed began receiving international attention around 2004. In a column written in March of that year, New York Times journalist Nicholas Kristof, who has frequently revisited the conflict, described the crisis in Darfur as the "most vicious ethnic cleansing you've never heard of," involving "a campaign of murder, rape and pillage by Sudan's Arab rulers that has forced 700,000 black African Sudanese to flee their villages."

In a June 2004 column, Kristof wrote about a Darfuri woman named Magboula Muhammad Khattar, who lived with her husband and two children in the village of Ab-Layha. In March 2004, Sudanese planes bombed Ab-Layha; within moments, members of the Janjaweed attacked the village, killing Khattar's parents along with many others. Khattar told Kristof that the Janjaweed yelled during the attack, "We will not allow blacks here.... This land is only for Arabs." Kristof described the attack as "part of a deliberate strategy to ensure that the village would be forever uninhabitable," noting that the Janjaweed killed all the town's livestock and destroyed its water sources.

Survivors of such attacks usually flee to refugee camps XE "refugee camps"  in isolated parts of Darfur. Food and water in those camps are scarce, and those who venture from the camps to look for food often become targets of the Janjaweed. Many refugee camps were erected just across Darfur's western border, in Chad. The Janjaweed has reportedly ventured into Chad, attacking civilians from those camps as well. In July 2004, the African Union (AU) XE "African Union (AU)" , a coalition of African countries, sent about 7,000 troops to monitor and report on the situation in Darfur. Experts noted that the force was underequipped and unable to properly document the extent of the crisis. In fact, some experts have said that there is almost no way to gauge the severity of the humanitarian crisis in Darfur. Many workers helping to distribute humanitarian aid to Darfuris have alleged that the government has intimidated them from disclosing to the press just how dire the crisis is. While the Sudanese government asserts that it has no connection to the Janjaweed and does not endorse or support their attacks, many journalists and international observers have contradicted that claim. They note that many Janjaweed attacks coincide with government bombings of Darfuri villages. Also, U.S. soldiers in Darfur, acting as advisers to the AU peacekeeping force, have reported witnessing government forces taking part in Janjaweed attacks. Observers have also noted that government officials have foiled efforts by aid workers to prevent such attacks.

International efforts to pressure Sudan to end the atrocities, meanwhile, have been complicated. China, a permanent member XE "permanent member"  of the United Nations Security Council XE "United Nations Security Council"  – and therefore able to veto any U.N. resolutions XE "U.N. resolutions"  concerning Sudan – buys a lot of oil from Sudan. Indeed, some experts say that Sudan's oil revenue, largely derived from China, has funded the atrocities in Darfur. The British Broadcasting Corporation in July 2008 reported that it had found evidence that China was also arming and training the Sudanese air force. In 2007, the ICC indicted two Sudanese men, one of them a high-ranking government official, on 51 counts of war crimes committed in Darfur. Sudan rejected the court's authority, insisting that the indicted government official—Minister of Humanitarian Affairs Ahmed Haroun—was guilty of no wrongdoing. The government did, however, arrest the other suspect—Janjaweed leader Ali Kushayb. Kushayb's current status and whereabouts are unknown; many experts allege, however, that several notorious Janjaweed members, such as Kushayb, have been given positions in the Sudanese army.

The ICC's indictment of a Sudanese government official fueled speculation that the ICC would issue a warrant for the arrest of Bashir himself. On March 4, 2009, the court did just that, indicting Bashir on five counts of crimes against humanity, including murder, extermination, forcible transfer and torture. Bashir also faces two counts of war crimes, including pillaging and "intentionally directing attacks against a civilian population as such or against individual civilians not taking part in hostilities." The Sudanese government has rejected the ICC's warrant, maintaining that rebel groups have exaggerated reports of the crisis in Darfur. Government estimates put the number of slain Darfur civilians at about 10,000; estimates from international observers, however, are hundreds of times higher.

In March 2009, Bashir ordered more than a dozen international aid groups—including the International Rescue Committee, Doctors Without Borders and Oxfam Great Britain—to leave Darfur, alleging that they were conspiring with the ICC against him. Prior to Bashir's order, about 10,000 aid workers XE "aid workers"  from dozens of organizations had been providing food, water and medical assistance to displaced Darfuris. Experts worry that the crisis will spin even further out of control without the help of those organizations. Indeed, many experts argue that, while the killing in Darfur has subsided, countless lives are threatened by the disease and famine rampant in refugee camps. Meanwhile, tensions have resumed between the north and south. According to Kristof, some sources claim that Bashir appears to be "prodding Arab militias to revive the war with the South Sudan military forces." If that happens, he notes, many civilians in the south will be endangered. Kristof warns, "It looks increasingly likely that Darfur will become simply the prologue to a far bloodier conflict that engulfs all Sudan."

Proponents of the ICC's recent actions against Bashir maintain that if the international community is at all serious about taking a stand against genocide, it must go after Bashir as forcefully as possible. "Not every global humanitarian crisis justifies this kind of commitment," writes Michael Gerson of the Council on Foreign Relations (a think tank focusing on foreign policy), and a former speechwriter in the administration of President George W. Bush. "But if genocide does not justify such action, it will never be justified. And we would lose the right to say, 'Never again.'" ("Never again" was a slogan that gained international currency after the Holocaust.)

Many supporters of the arrest warrant acknowledge that it will not automatically end the Darfur genocide, nor will it result in instant peace throughout Sudan. But proponents say issuing the warrant is a worthwhile step anyway. One of the reasons, they argue, is that it will help deter future leaders from initiating ethnic cleansing campaigns. "I won't pretend that we can end all genocides," writes Kristof. "But we can attach enough costs so that it is no longer in a leader's interests to dispatch militaries to throw babies into bonfires. The ICC arrest warrant marks a wobbly step toward accountability and deterrence."

Nick Grono, the deputy president of the International Crisis Group, a non-government organization dedicated to preventing and mediating global conflicts, agrees with that line of reasoning. He maintains that the Bashir warrant will make future leaders think twice before carrying out war crimes. Grono writes that, particularly in Africa, "[g]overnment leaders...are much more alive to the possibility of ICC investigation, and will likely factor that into their [future] considerations.... [P]rosecution may be one of the few ways in which the world can effectively reduce the likelihood of future Rwandas, Srebrenicas and Darfurs." (More than 800,000 Rwandans were killed in a 1994 genocide there. The following year, an estimated 8,000 Bosnian Muslims were killed by Serb forces in Srebrenica, a region of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as part of a broader ethnic-cleansing campaign.)

Responding to critics who say that the warrant will accomplish little or nothing, proponents point to similar warrants issued against other sitting leaders. For example, they note that two of the most notorious leaders in recent history—former Liberian president Charles Taylor and former Yugoslav president Slobodan Milosevic—were arrested and tried for various war crimes by international courts affiliated with the U.N. (Milosevic died in 2006 in the midst of his trial.) "When Milosevic and Charles Taylor were indicted by their respective tribunals they scoffed at them," says John Prendergast of the anti-genocide Enough Project, an initiative of the liberal think tank the Center for American Progress. But, he notes, "within a year or two both were apprehended and facing significant judicial processes." In both cases, advocates assert, the arrest of the president helped stabilize his country. 

Proponents have also responded to criticism that the ICC should back down from its confrontation with Bashir for the sake of the Darfuri people. Those critics point to all of the humanitarian aid groups Bashir has banished from Darfur in response to his arrest warrant. However, proponents insist that the international community must continue to pressure Bashir. Only by doing so will justice be brought to Sudan, advocates contend. Kristof has written that Bashir is "testing the international community" by banishing the aid groups. Removing the aid groups will escalate Darfur refugee deaths from starvation, thirst and illness, Kristof notes. He speculates that Bashir is hoping that "if there's enough suffering in Darfur, the United Nations Security Council will approve a one-year delay in the [ICC]'s proceedings." However, Kristof—like most supporters of the warrant—maintains that the ICC must be allowed to proceed with its criminal case against Bashir, despite the short-term risks that it poses to Darfuris. According to Gerson of the Council on Foreign Relations, backing down from prosecuting Bashir would simply "confirm the effectiveness of Bashir's strategy of punishing the innocent and confirm the permanence of a violent and unjust status quo in Darfur."

Proponents insist that history will look back on the moment the ICC issued its warrant against Bashir as the starting point for Darfur's long march back to peace and stability. The arrest warrant is "a game-changing moment," says Jerry Fowler, the president of the Save Darfur Coalition. "The international community must capitalize on the pressure this decision has brought to bear on Bashir and his regime—and must ensure Khartoum [the Sudanese capital] can no longer continue with business as usual." Critics of the ICC's decision to issue a warrant for Bashir's arrest say that the maneuver will thrust Darfur into a prolonged era of uncertainty, making the region unstable at a time when stability is key. De Waal, the Harvard researcher and Africa expert, has emerged as the most prominent critic of the ICC's decision. He has called the warrant "a gamble with unknown consequences." He continues, saying that “[t]he die is cast. Sudan has entered uncharted waters as a result of the ICC arrest warrant against President Omar al Bashir. And indeed it is nothing less than a roll of the dice.... [W]e cannot say for sure in which direction Sudan will turn, but there are many reasons to be fearful.” The best-case scenario for the warrant, De Waal says, is that it will "paralyze or slow down" Sudanese politics. It is more likely, De Waal suggests, that the warrant will result in complete chaos in Darfur: a rapid escalation of violence, death and misery, with no end in sight.

Sudan, slowly but surely, had been advancing toward peace prior to the issuing of the warrant, De Waal says. He notes that the number of killings of Darfuri civilians had fallen to 150 per month, and that the Sudanese government was "in the middle of a very complex, negotiated transition toward democracy." The arrest warrant will severely impede, and perhaps reverse, that progress, De Waal contends. It is extremely unlikely that the warrant will rein in Bashir, he maintains; rather, it is far more likely that it will embolden both him and his dangerous regime. De Waal says that “[i]f we introduce a new element to this equation, which is an arrest warrant which can never be withdrawn, [with] no possibility of amnesty...then we've changed the game; we've created a man with nothing to lose. Not just a man, actually: a regime, because those around him who are not indicted, but equally implicated, are all in the same boat.... If you look at the colleagues around him, are they any better? They're absolutely no different.”

Already, the arrest warrant seems to be having a negative effect on Darfur, critics point out. Fears that Bashir would eject humanitarian aid groups from Darfur—which warrant supporters such as Kristof claimed were "overblown"—have all materialized, critics note. In total, Sudan has expelled 13 international aid groups, which had been providing shelter, food, water and medical care to millions of Darfuris. Observers say that the situation is likely to worsen in the coming months, when the rainy season begins, increasing the spread of water-borne illnesses such as malaria. Such suffering was entirely preventable, critics say; all the ICC had to do was not issue a warrant for Bashir's arrest, critics claim. Opponents of the ICC's decision say that the ejection of aid workers was a predictable response from Bashir. They add that the warrant is essentially meaningless, and will not serve its intended purpose of pressuring Bashir into complying with the demands of the international community. The ICC, De Waal writes, is "a terribly bad instrument of pressure," partly because Sudan does not even recognize the validity of the organization. (It is not a signatory to the ICC charter.) "[P]ressure only works if the end point to which the pressure is applied can be accepted by the party being pressured," De Waal writes.

Opponents also say that the often-cited arrests of Liberia's Taylor and Yugoslavia's Milosevic are not at all analogous to the Bashir situation. Milosevic had already nearly been defeated by North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) XE "North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)"  forces. Other rebel groups, likewise, had already significantly weakened Taylor. Critics say that the ICC is naïvely operating under the assumption that its arrest warrant for Bashir will have as positive an effect on Darfur as similar actions against Milosevic and Taylor had on Yugoslavia and Liberia, respectively. But that assumption ignores the more powerful outside factors that led to Milosevic's and Taylor's downfalls, opponents maintain. De Waal, like other critics of the ICC's decision, has suggested that the international community use fewer sticks and more carrots in its approach to Bashir and the Sudanese government. He proposes offering "a soft landing" for Bashir and his regime. De Waal acknowledges that a negotiated settlement between the Sudanese government and the ICC is "an imperfect option [which] involves a number of unpleasant compromises that stick in my throat. But nonetheless, it is better than any other alternative that is on the table" – such as serving the Bashir arrest warrant.

Less than three weeks after the ICC issued its arrest warrant – and Bashir responded by ejecting humanitarian workers from Sudan – the New York Times reported that the human-rights situation in Darfur had already become markedly worse. Health clinics have closed throughout the region; small children are dying after contracting preventable diseases and conditions such as infant diarrhea. Representatives from various aid organizations say that the expulsion of the groups will affect millions of Darfuris. Four of the groups expelled from Darfur were partnered with the World Food Program XE "World Food Program"  run by the U.N. Those groups had been responsible for distributing food to approximately 1.1 million Darfuris. During a White House photo session in late March, President Obama responded to Bashir's decision to eject aid workers by promising to "figure out a mechanism to get [them] back in place, to reverse that decision, or to find some mechanism whereby we avert an enormous humanitarian crisis." Aides later told reporters that the "mechanism" to which Obama referred was bolstering U.S. support for the remaining aid groups in Darfur. Meanwhile, Obama dispatched a special envoy – Maj. Gen. J. Scott Gration, a former Air Force officer – to Khartoum to urge Bashir and his government to re-admit the aid groups. Obama did not comment directly on Bashir's arrest warrant, although he has said that his administration supports the ICC's decision.
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Questions for Thought

Was the International Criminal Court (ICC) right to issue an arrest warrant for Sudanese president Omar Hassan al-Bashir for war crimes and human-rights violations against the people of Darfur? Or should the ICC revoke its warrant?

Did you know about the Darfur crisis before reading this article? How much did you know? Do you think the crisis is underreported or overreported in the U.S. media? Explain your response.

Do you think it is a good idea for the International Criminal Court (ICC) to issue a warrant for the arrest of Sudanese president Omar al-Bashir? Why or why not?

As of early April 2009, the ICC has charged Bashir with war crimes and crimes against humanity, but not genocide. Do you think the court should attach a genocide charge to Bashir's arrest? Does the evidence justify it? Why or why not?

In response to the arrest warrant, Bashir expelled more than a dozen international humanitarian aid groups from Sudan. Critics of the warrant say that the ICC should have been able to predict Bashir's move, which will prevent millions of Darfuris from receiving necessities such as food, water and shelter. In light of Bashir's move, should the ICC back down from its warrant? Explain your response.

Did the ICC do the right thing in charging Bashir with war crimes and issuing a warrant for his arrest? Or will the warrant further destabilize Darfur, making it an even more dangerous and deadly place than it is now?

Topic Questions

Is China to blame for the Sudan genocide?

Should the African Union intervene militarily in the Darfur situation?

Is the ICC the appropriate judicial body to adjudicate the war crimes allegations in Darfur?

Further Reading

The United Nations maintains a great timeline of events in Darfur:

http://www.un.org/News/dh/dev/scripts/darfur_formatted.htm 

Save Darfur has information on humanitarian efforts in Sudan: http://www.savedarfur.org/ 

Eyes on Darfur has some excellent news links: http://www.eyesondarfur.org/ 

Check out Amnesty International on Darfur: http://www.amnestyusa.org/darfur/page.do?id=1351050 
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"Within two years of starting DDT programs, South Africa, Mozambique, Zambia, Madagascar, and Swaziland slashed their malaria rates by 75 percent or more." ~Roy Innis, National Chairman of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)

“DDT almost wiped out the peregrine falcon and the bald eagle before the 1960s.” ~Karen McElmurry, Executive Direct of the Center for Wildlife

“Baseball and malaria keep coming back.” ~Gene Mauch, former pro baseball player

“Malaria actually could be fixed. We don't need a miracle drug. We don't need a miracle vaccine. We have the tools now. We actually could save millions of lives.” ~Nick White, musician with the pop group Tilly and the Wall

“It's like a leopard being able to change its spots. New forms come up, and the immune system beats them down again. Because of this a lot of people think you need five years of constant exposure to malaria in its different disguises to gain immunity.” ~Alan Cowman, Ph.D. in parasitology from the University of Melbourne

“While the Bush administration is prepared to spend $100 billion to rid Iraq of WMD, it has been unwilling to spend more than 0.2% of that sum... this year on the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria.” ~Jeffrey Sachs, Director of The Earth Institute

“Millions of children have died from malaria because they were not protected by an insecticide-treated bed net or did not receive effective treatment, ... If we expand malaria control programs and invest what's needed in (research and development), we can stop this tragedy.” ~Bill Gates, Founder and Chairman of Microsoft

Malaria is one of the world's deadliest diseases, killing an estimated one million to two million people every year. It is the leading cause of death among young children, and can lead to long-term health problems, such as brain damage, even in those who survive it. Burdens associated with malaria, such as lost revenue, are also considered to negatively affect economic growth in afflicted countries. In Africa, where 90% of the deaths from malaria take place, the disease is estimated to slow economic growth by 1.3% per year. Malaria, which produces a high fever and can cause heart, liver, kidney and brain damage, is caused by a parasite spread by mosquitoes XE "mosquitoes" . Although it formerly afflicted people in parts of Europe, Canada and the U.S., it is now confined to the developing world. Since the countries that suffer from malaria the most tend to be too poor to adequately fight malaria on their own, international aid groups play a large role in dealing with the crisis. That has led to disagreements over the best way to control malaria.

Some experts favor using the chemical dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) XE "dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT)" , an insecticide that kills the mosquitoes that carry malaria. To fight malaria, DDT is sprayed in small amounts on the inside walls of houses. During the mid-20th century, DDT was largely responsible for the eradication of malaria in many parts of the world. In the 1960s, however, an emerging environmental movement began to highlight the negative effects that DDT, which in those days was also used liberally on crops as a pesticide XE "pesticide" , had on people and the environment. That awareness coincided with increasing resistance to the chemical in mosquitoes and a shift in emphasis to other ways of fighting malaria, such as treatment with drugs. In the 1970s, DDT was banned in the U.S.

In 2001, an international agreement banning DDT and a number of other chemicals was signed. However, antimalaria groups won a last-minute exemption for the use of DDT in fighting malaria. The agreement allowed countries to request permission from the United Nations to use DDT for that purpose, and mandated that a list be kept of those that used it. Currently, the major international antimalaria efforts run by wealthy countries and the World Health Organization (WHO) XE "World Health Organization (WHO)"  do not fund the use of DDT to control malaria. In recent years, however, an increase in malaria cases has prompted calls for renewed DDT use. South Africa, which, unlike many other African countries, can afford to fund its own antimalaria programs, has had notable success with renewed DDT use; the country had seen a rise in the number of its malaria cases after it switched to another insecticide.

Supporters of DDT as a means of controlling malaria argue that it has proven advantages over other methods. It is more effective than other insecticides and the most common antimalarial drugs, they maintain. In addition, they say, it is cheaper than the most potent drugs, as well as competing insecticides. Supporters also claim that environmentalists have exaggerated the harmful effects of DDT. When the proper precautions are taken and it is used in moderation, DDT poses little risk, they argue. Proponents charge that it is hypocritical of wealthy countries to expect poor countries to refrain from using a method that helped the rich countries eradicate malaria within their own borders.

Opponents counter that, although they support the use of DDT in certain limited situations, it is not safe enough to endorse on a regular basis. They contend that its negative effects on humans and the environment have been amply documented. DDT can remain in the environment for long periods of time and cause damage to people and animals, they say. Critics decry what they say is a double standard that allows people to ban DDT at home but support its use in developing countries. Other options, such as antimalarial drugs and bed nets treated with insecticide, are preferable and should be given a chance to work, they argue. Finally, promoting extensive indoor spraying programs in poor countries is not feasible, critics say.

The word "malaria" comes from Italian words meaning "bad air," and for centuries it was thought to be caused by the air in swamps. In 1897, a British physician named Ronald Ross discovered that mosquitoes carried the disease, leading to the development of more effective safeguards against it. In 1914, for instance, U.S. workers were able to complete construction of the Panama Canal XE "Panama Canal" , a task previously made daunting by the prevalence of malaria, which sickened workers and slowed them down. The workers eventually succeeded in large part because they took antimalaria precautions such as sleeping under mosquito netting and draining swamps.

The Swiss chemist Paul Müller invented DDT in 1938. It gained favor as an insecticide due to its low production costs, its long-lasting potency after being sprayed, its tendency to remain somewhat effective even in cases where insects developed resistance to it and its apparent harmlessness to creatures other than insects. The U.S. sprayed the chemical in Southern Europe, North Africa and the Pacific region during World War II to cut down on the risk of malaria to incoming Allied troops. Besides being used to control malaria, DDT was sprayed on crops in large quantities to protect against pests. DDT was considered so innovative that it earned Müller a Nobel Prize XE "Nobel Prize"  in medicine in 1948. In 1955, the newly established WHO began an international campaign using DDT to fight malaria. By the early 1960s, malaria had been nearly eradicated in Southern Europe, the Caribbean and large parts of Asia. In India, for example, there had been 800,000 deaths from malaria every year before the campaign, but by the 1960s there were almost none. At the same time, however, due to widespread DDT use, mosquitoes were beginning to develop resistance to the chemical, making it less effective and causing it to lose popularity.

Other developments also contributed to the backlash against DDT. In 1962, the book Silent Spring XE "Silent Spring" , which warned of the dangers of toxic chemicals, particularly DDT, was published. In the book, the author, environmentalist Rachel Carson, described how DDT is retained in the environment for long periods of time, and how it is stored in the fat of animals that ingest it, which are then eaten by other animals, passing it along the food chain. She marshalled evidence that DDT caused a variety of physical problems in various animals such as birds of prey, and that it had led to the near-extinction of several species. She also provided anecdotal evidence that DDT had harmed humans who were exposed to it repeatedly. The publication of Silent Spring was seen as a defining event in the history of the U.S. environmental movement, and of environmentalists' opposition to DDT. In 1972, the newly created Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) XE "Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)"  banned the use of the chemical in the U.S., except in cases of emergency. Although there was disagreement over whether DDT was harmful to humans, the EPA reasoned that the risks of using DDT in the U.S. outweighed the benefits.

The U.S. banning of DDT led some environmental groups to attempt to get it banned worldwide. Wealthy countries and the WHO became reluctant to fund DDT-based antimalaria programs in developing countries. At the same time, malaria rates in the countries that stopped using DDT often rose. In 1998, the WHO launched a program called Roll Back Malaria XE "Roll Back Malaria" , which aimed to reduce the number of malaria deaths by half by 2010. Roll Back Malaria also led to a 2000 agreement known as the Abuja Declaration XE "Abuja Declaration" , in which the leaders of 44 African countries met in Abuja, Nigeria, and pledged to meet specified malaria-related goals by 2005.

The Abuja Declaration called for 60% of pregnant women to receive treatment such as drugs to prevent malaria, for prompt treatment for 60% of those with malaria, and for 60% of pregnant women and children under five to be protected at night by bed nets treated with insecticide. However, the Abuja Declaration did not set any goals involving the use of DDT, and Roll Back Malaria did not fund DDT for use against the disease, developments that angered advocates of DDT use for malaria control.

Another significant agreement was the so-called Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants XE "Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants" , signed in 2001, which resulted from an effort by groups opposed to DDT to ban it completely, along with 11 other chemicals known as persistent organic pollutants (POPs) XE "persistent organic pollutants (POPs)" . At the last minute, however, antimalaria groups gained an exemption for DDT. The exemption applied only to the use of the chemical for public health purposes, and required countries to apply for permission with the U.N., which would maintain a public list of the countries using it. The Stockholm Convention took effect in May 2004.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the number of malaria cases increased significantly, rising roughly 10% between 1998 and 2003. Some who supported the use of DDT maintained that the reluctance to fund its use was partly responsible for the increase, as mosquitoes became resistant to other insecticides. Others emphasized factors such as climate changes as being responsible for the rise in cases. Some of the African countries hit hardest by malaria began to express a desire to use DDT against the disease, arguing that it was more effective than the alternatives. One frequently cited example was South Africa, which switched from DDT to another insecticide in 1996. Mosquitoes developed resistance to the new insecticide, however, and by 2000 the number of cases of malaria had risen to 60,000, from 6,000 in 1995. In 2001, South Africa began using DDT again, and the number of its malaria cases fell dramatically within a year.

DDT proponents argued that the experience of South Africa proved that DDT was an important part of malaria control, but they noted that South Africa was one of the few African countries that was in a position to fund its own health programs instead of depending on international donors. Numerous other African countries were said to be equally eager to use DDT, but could not do so because aid groups would not fund it. DDT foes, however, argued that there were better ways of controlling malaria than using DDT.

Those who support the use of DDT to control malaria contend that aid groups should encourage it. When donors do not fund DDT programs, they say, poor countries are deprived of a valuable tool in fighting the disease. In order to successfully control malaria, those countries must be able to employ multiple strategies, they argue. Roger Bate, a director of the South African health advocacy group Africa Fighting Malaria, writes in the Washington Post that "the key lesson that has been learned, and perhaps must be relearned, is that overreliance on any single method of combating malaria leads to inevitable failure. There are tried-and-proven methods that in combination are highly effective, but WHO and other aid agencies seem reluctant to fund them."

Supporters maintain that DDT has significant advantages over other insecticides. They note, for instance, that DDT possesses qualities that allow it to be effective in repelling mosquitoes even after they have developed resistance to it, which other insecticides do not. They also point out that the qualities that make it persistent in the environment make it more effective, requiring less spraying. In addition, they say that strains of malaria have become resistant to the most popular and affordable antimalarial drugs, such as chloroquine, making them ineffective in most cases. Supporters add that newer, more effective antimalarial drugs are priced out of reach for most Africans and their governments. DDT is significantly cheaper than those drugs and other insecticides, they note. "DDT is long-acting, the alternatives are not. DDT is cheap, the alternatives are not," says Donald Roberts, a health expert at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences in Bethesda, Maryland.

Controlling malaria should be more of a priority than it is, supporters assert. They point to the disease's high death rate and long-term human and economic costs in poor countries, and argue that more resources should be committed to it, including DDT. "Malaria kills tourism and foreign investment," writes Tina Rosenberg of the New York Times. "It greatly reduces human intelligence and productivity and lessens agricultural yields. [D]onors must begin to think of malaria control as an unusually cost-effective antipoverty program."

Critics of DDT (as a form of malaria control) support its use in certain limited instances, but argue that it should generally be discouraged as a means of fighting the disease. They caution that DDT is a dangerous chemical that has been shown to have harmful effects. For instance, they point to a study by scientists from U.S. government organizations, the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, among other groups. The study found high levels of DDE, a by-product of DDT, in the blood of mothers who had given birth to premature or low-birth-weight babies. Premature births often result in infant deaths, critics note, and they argue that such findings should be taken into consideration when deciding on ways to control malaria. "The findings in our study strongly suggest that DDT use increases pre-term births, which is a major contributor to infants' mortality XE "infants' mortality" ," the lead author of the study, Matthew Longnecker, said when the findings were published. "If this association is causal, it should be included in any assessment of the costs and benefits of insect control using DDT."

DDT's negative effects on the environment are even clearer, opponents say. They point to evidence that secondary products of DDT, called metabolites, can be transported long distances, with some even having been found in Arctic animals, far from where DDT was used. Considering the harm that DDT is known to have done to animals in the past, they say, it should never be used casually, and its use should be strictly limited. "The interests of all people need to be considered," says Paul Johnson, a scientist with the environmental group Greenpeace. "There are very large issues relating to how it behaves in the global environment."

Critics question the assertion that DDT is acceptable because there have been few conclusive demonstrations of its harm. Chemicals such as DDT should be proven to be safe by those who produce them, rather than assumed to be harmless until shown to be harmful, they argue. "The precautionary principle requires that the burden of proof should not be laid upon the protectors of the environment to demonstrate conclusive harm, but rather on the prospective polluter to demonstrate no likelihood of harm," states a Greenpeace report by Nityanand Jayaraman and Shailendra Yashwant.

Opponents also maintain that it is hypocritical for wealthy countries to promote the use of a chemical in developing countries when they have banned it at home. Doing so implies that the residents of wealthy countries are held in higher regard than those in the developing world, they reason. "For us to be buying and using in another country something we don't allow in our own country raises the specter of preferential treatment," says Anne Peterson of the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) XE "U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID)" . "We certainly have to think about 'What would the American people think and want' and 'What would Africans think if we're going to do to them what we wouldn't do to our own people?'"

Critics express doubt that other, safer alternatives to using DDT, such as using antimalarial drugs to prevent and treat the disease, are being emphasized enough. For instance, they note that many of the African governments that signed the Abuja Declaration have yet to follow through on their pledge to make treated bed nets available for their people, and in fact continue to tax the nets, making them even less affordable for large segments of the population. Critics argue that options such as bed nets have not been given an opportunity to work. Anne McGinn, a senior researcher for the environmental analysis group the Worldwatch Institute, writes, "it's unfortunate that in much of central and southern Africa, the nets are a rarity." She adds, "This failure to follow through with the Abuja Declaration casts the interest in DDT in a rather poor light." In addition to problems resulting from its use, opponents contend that employing DDT against malaria in poor countries is not the most feasible option. They argue that successful spraying programs require resources that many developing countries do not possess. On its Web site, USAID discusses the practicality of using DDT compared with other options, saying that “[f]rom a purely technical point of view in terms of effective methods of addressing malaria, USAID and others have not seen DDT as a high priority component of malaria programs for practical reasons. In many cases, indoor residual spraying of DDT, or any other insecticide, is not cost-effective and is very difficult to maintain.”

Additionally, some critics argue that DDT has not been shown to be the most effective option against malaria, since mosquitoes have become resistant to the chemical in the past. Given the danger that DDT poses, it is inadvisable to use it in all but the most urgent, specialized circumstances, they say. "We now have half a century of evidence that routine use of DDT simply will not prevail against the mosquitoes," writes McGinn. "There is less and less justification for DDT, and the futility of using it as a matter of routine is becoming increasingly apparent: In order to control a disease, why should we poison…[our] soils, our waters and ourselves?" she asks.

In recent years, international aid groups have sought to respond to the rise in malaria cases by increasing funding programs that target the disease. For instance, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, established by the U.N., represents an international commitment to fighting malaria in the developing world. At the same time, experts say that funding for malaria remains inadequate to address the scope of the problem. Even more contentious are disagreements over how international funds should be applied to malaria control. The WHO advocates the use of artemisinin-based combination therapies (ACTs) XE "artemisinin-based combination therapies (ACTs)" , new antimalarial drugs that have proven to be more successful than the more widely used, older antimalarial drugs, to which many strains of malaria have become resistant. ACTs kill malaria more quickly, giving it less time to become resistant. “At least one million children die every year in Africa from malaria,” says Lee Jong-Wook, director general of the WHO. "Several million more become seriously ill. In many places, they are still given medicines whose effectiveness is very low and decreasing. Better treatment is available and must be delivered urgently to the people who need it most."

However, the older drugs are less expensive than ACTS, making them more attractive to poor countries. Some advocates of DDT use have pointed to the example of South Africa, which successfully used ACTs in conjunction with DDT spraying. "This program is successful because spraying has reduced the number of cases to a level where all patients can be treated with the new, superior drugs within the overall budget," writes Bate of Africa Fighting Malaria.
 The role that DDT will ultimately play in the ongoing effort to control malaria remains to be seen.
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Questions for Thought

Does the pesticide DDT represent an effective means of fighting malaria, which is caused by a parasite spread by mosquitoes, or does its use pose an unacceptable risk to humans and to the environment? 

Which poses the greater risk to people in developing countries: the disease malaria, or the possible effects from the pesticide DDT that is used to kill the mosquitoes that carry malaria?

If a country has banned DDT use at home, is it hypocritical to advocate its use in developing countries? Why or why not?

If there are other (albeit more expensive) malaria-fighting options available, are governments justified in using DDT?

In deciding whether to use DDT to fight malaria, how much account do you think governments should give to its impact on the environment?

Topic Questions

What is the biggest threat to less-developed countries today?

Is political correctness fueling the malaria pandemic?

What impact has malaria had on the developing world?

Further Reading

Check out Wikipedia on DDT: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DDT and malaria: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaria 

The Center's for Disease Control (CDC) maintains an information packed site on malaria: http://www.cdc.gov/malaria/ 

See the World Health Organization (WHO) on the same topic: http://www.who.int/topics/malaria/en/ 
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 “What is the harm of doing the right thing? What is the harm of doing our job as legislators and making sure we do not stick the entire bankruptcy community with these provisions that do not make any sense?” ~Russ Feingold, D-Wisconsin

“The obligations of our representatives in Washington are to protect our liberty, not coddle the world, precipitating no-win wars, while bringing bankruptcy and economic turmoil to our people.” ~Ron Paul, R-Texas

“Bankruptcy represents a longstanding commitment in this country to helping people get a fresh start. This principle has never been giving only certain people a fresh start.” ~Tim Johnson, D-South Dakota

“Crito, I owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remember to pay the debt?” ~Socrates, philosopher, on his deathbed

“Small debts are like small shot; they are rattling on every side, and can scarcely be escaped without a wound; great debts are like cannon; of loud noise, but little danger.” ~Samuel Johnson, author

“He who promises runs in debt.” ~The Talmud

The average American household is around $8,000 in credit card debt XE "credit card debt" . Every year about 43% of households spend more than they earn and personal bankruptcies XE "personal bankruptcies"  have doubled in the last decade. Over the past several decades, Americans have used borrowed money to purchase everything from necessities like food and clothing to luxury items like high-tech appliances and vacation homes. As Americans have become increasingly indebted, their average amount of personal savings has dwindled to almost nothing, with most Americans routinely spending almost all of their monthly earnings. One of the largest sources of personal debt in the U.S. is credit card use. Allowing consumers to "charge" purchases, rather than paying for them in cash, credit cards have become increasingly prevalent since the 1950s, when they first became popular. But is it a good idea for individuals to live in debt? Should we use credit cards as often as we do?

When Congress reformed bankruptcy laws two years ago, its aim was to crack down on those who were using bankruptcy as an easy way to escape their debts. But the reforms had an unintended effect — while bankruptcy filings dropped, financial distress increased, says Michelle J. White in a National Bureau of Economic Research XE "National Bureau of Economic Research"  Working Paper. According to White, the new bankruptcy law dramatically reduced lenders' losses from default XE "default"  and bankruptcy XE "bankruptcy"  and they started lending more, even to consumers with bad credit. In turn, many behaved shortsightedly and took advantage of the greater availability of credit to borrow more than they could easily handle —- ignoring the risk of financial distress. As a result, credit card debt increased more quickly during the past two years than at any time during the previous five years. Further, White claims, the new bankruptcy law exacerbated the problem of shortsighted consumers borrowing too much because it prevented many of them from using bankruptcy to limit their financial distress. For instance, many consumers in financial distress were unable to file for bankruptcy under the new law because they cannot afford the costs of filing, cannot meet the new paperwork requirements, or are ineligible. This means that their debts will not be discharged and they will remain vulnerable to creditors' collection calls and to wage garnishment that may take funds they need for basic necessities. White argues that lowering the costs of filing for bankruptcy would help debtors who are in the worst financial distress by making it easier for them to file. But changes in bankruptcy law cannot solve the basic problem of shortsighted consumers borrowing too much. Instead, White argues that changes in credit market and truth-in-lending regulation are more likely to work because they motivate lenders to lend less to the most vulnerable consumers.

A common perspective holds that more than half of all bankruptcies are caused by medical debt XE "medical debt" . This view is incorrect, according to a new study by Aparna Mathur, a research fellow at the American Enterprise Institute. In fact, she found that only about one-quarter of bankruptcy filers have debts that are primarily medical in nature. Far more common are bankruptcies related to credit card debts. According to Mathur, nearly 27 percent of filings are a consequence of primarily medical debt. In approximately 36 percent of cases, medical debts co-exist with primarily credit card debts. Studying the post-bankruptcy scenario, filers are 19 percent less likely to own a home even several years after the filing, compared to non-filers. However, the consequences are less adverse for medical filers — i.e., those who filed due to high medical bills — compared to other filers. Mathur does not find support for the view that medical debts are the leading cause of bankruptcy filings. In fact, households who are most likely to file are those with primarily other forms of debt, such as credit card or car debts, who also incur medical debts. Altogether, a 10 percent increase in debts of these households would cause bankruptcy filings to go up by 36 percent on average. A 10 percent increase in debts of households with primarily medical debts would cause filings to go up by 27 percent on average. She also finds support for the non-strategic adverse events XE "non-strategic adverse events"  view of bankruptcy. In support of the latter, she finds that an adverse event such as losing work days due to illness significantly increases the likelihood of filing.

Bankruptcy is an orderly way to give an overburdened debtor a fresh start and to decide which creditors get paid back and which don't. As Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz teaches, bankruptcy is a way to cope with those times when markets fail to allocate capital wisely and monitor its use. Currently, America is relearning that old lesson, says the Wall Street Journal's David Wessel. In good times, bankruptcy is a way to encourage risk-taking. After all, an economy in which everyone fears trying something that might fail is a stagnant one. But the roots of modern American business bankruptcy date to bad times like today, says Wessel. At the end of the 19th century, nearly 20 percent of the railroad track belonged to insolvent railroads. With state governments unable to deal with railroads that stretched beyond their borders, and Congress hamstrung by a narrow interpretation of the Constitution, creditors turned to courts. Judges fashioned an approach to divvy up assets among creditors that was codified in an 1898 law, the spirit of which survives today. Consider General Motors XE "General Motors"  and Chrysler XE "Chrysler" , which are 21st century analogs of 19th century railroads, says Wessel. They cannot pay their debts. The only issue now is how, not whether, their creditors take a hit and the only difference between GM today and GM in bankruptcy court is that the president and his appointees are making the decisions, instead of a bankruptcy judge constrained by federal law. Bankruptcy is not a death sentence. Yet, headline-making bankruptcies of several brand-name companies at a moment of severe economic crisis can so undermine confidence in the economy that avoiding them makes sense. But bankruptcy is the only way to prevent mistakes and debts of the past from hobbling an economy's future, adds Wessel.

General Motors is a once-great company caught in a web of relationships designed for another era. Instead of a taxpayer-funded bailout, GM should be allowed to go bankrupt, says Michael E. Levine, a distinguished research scholar and senior lecturer at New York University School of Law. After 42 years of eroding U.S. market share (from 53 percent to 20 percent) and countless announcements of "change," GM still has eight U.S. brands (Cadillac, Saab, Buick, Pontiac, GMC, Saturn, Chevrolet and Hummer). As for its more successful competitors, Toyota (19 percent market share) has three, and Honda (11 percent) has two. GM has about 7,000 dealers, Toyota has fewer than 1,500 and Honda has about 1,000. These fewer and larger dealers are better able to advertise, stock and service the cars they sell. GM knows it needs fewer brands and dealers, but the dealers are protected from termination by state laws. This makes eliminating them and the brands they sell very expensive; it would cost GM billions of dollars and many years to reduce the number of dealers it has to a number near Toyota's. Levine also points out that foreign-owned manufacturers who build cars with American workers pay wages similar to GM's, but their expenses for benefits are a fraction of GM's. GM is contractually required to support thousands of workers in the United Auto Worker's XE "United Auto Worker's"  "Jobs Bank" program, which guarantees nearly full wages and benefits for workers who lose their jobs due to automation or plant closure; consequently, it supports more retirees than current workers. GM owns or leases enormous amounts of property for facilities it's not using and probably will never use again, and is obliged to support revenue bonds for municipalities that issued them to build these facilities. It has other contractual obligations such as health coverage for union retirees.

In 1873, Mark Twain and Charles Warner exclaimed in the book The Gilded Age, "Beautiful credit XE "credit" ! The foundation of modern society." Indeed, the use of credit and the state of living in debt XE "debt"  have become even more prevalent in contemporary society than they were in Twain's time. Lears writes, "Debt has always played an important role in Americans' lives—not merely as a means of instant gratification but also as a strategy for survival and a tool for economic advance." Defenders of American indebtedness point out that the U.S. economy is fueled by consumer spending XE "consumer spending" , which, in turn, is financed in large part by debt. The credit card industry has argued that, because it provides the means for Americans to spend money, it is, in many ways, the backbone of the U.S. economy. Describing the ease of using a credit card, Edward Yingling, the president of the American Bankers Association XE "American Bankers Association"  (ABA) industry group, says, "I can take this piece of plastic and go...almost anywhere in the world. I can go to Tamboura and walk into a restaurant or a hotel or a store, hand them this piece of plastic.... They run it through a machine, and in a matter of seconds, I can walk out of the store, say, with a product worth hundreds, even thousands of dollars.” Arguing against critics who assert that the interest rates credit card companies charge are too high, Yingling notes that government regulation of those rates would run counter to the theory of free-market capitalism. He says, "That's the kind of thing they do in command and control economies XE "command and control economies" , and it didn't work very well in East Germany and the Soviet Union to have price controls XE "price controls" ."

The credit card industry also argues that "risked-based pricing XE "risked-based pricing" "—the practice of monitoring consumers' spending habits to determine those most likely to have a revolving balance and thus pay more in interest – allows the industry to make more credit available to the public. The industry has argued vehemently against legislation – including a bill proposed by Senator Robert Menendez (D – New Jersey) – that would place caps on cards' rates and fees, as well as discourage risk-based pricing. James Chessen of the ABA says, "What happens with any kind of price cap or ceiling is that there's an allocation of credit that ends up excluding the very people who may need the product the most."

Industry advocates also argue that competition XE "competition"  keeps the credit card industry more under control than legislation or government oversight ever could. Wriston told Frontline that if customers were unhappy with credit cards, they would simply stop using them. He said, "I would rather have the judgment of the American people on something than all of the elite's regulations... [A]s long as you've got competition, the market regulates itself." Many people who see debt in a positive light assert that the economy thrives when the flow of credit is high. When consumers are borrowing and spending more, businesses thrive and are able to hire more people. According to Wriston, the economy grows in periods of increased personal debt, but when people stop using credit, the economy is headed for trouble. He asserted, "The ordinary guy out there is smarter than any economist.... [A]s soon as the credit card debt begins to decline, you know that the ordinary guy is worried about tomorrow."

Others have argued that many Americans are burdened with debt because of their personal irresponsibility XE "personal irresponsibility" . Liz Pulliam Weston, a columnist for MSN Money, writes, "How much easier it is to point fingers at other people, the government, the economy or lenders for our money woes than to acknowledge we're at least somewhat – and sometimes a lot more than somewhat – responsible for the fixes we're in." Of complaints that credit card companies unexpectedly change the terms of their arrangements, Weston argues that those who carry balances make themselves vulnerable. She says, "You can grouse all you want about 'the high cost of living,' but it's still your responsibility to figure out how to live on what you make." Critics concerned about the overwhelming amount of debt in the U.S. blame both credit card companies and the government. Personal debt has become such a prominent part of American society, critics say, that it is almost impossible to live without debt in the U.S.

Some industry experts criticize credit card companies for seducing customers with low introductory rates and, as soon as customers show signs of being unable to pay, raising rates substantially so that customers will be unable to pay their debts. Credit card companies, they argue, use mathematical formulas to target customers they believe will be the most vulnerable to high rates. The same companies, critics note, refer internally to customers who pay their balances each month as "deadbeats XE "deadbeats" ." While some defenders of the credit card industry assert that many borrowers act irresponsibly, critics argue that those who usually pay their monthly balances on time sometimes fall upon personal hardship, such as illness or unemployment. That is the time, according to critics, when companies are the most likely to charge high fees and increase interest rates to ensure that, once the customer regains stability, the person's debts will have compounded XE "compounded"  so quickly that he or she will be unable to pay them off. Georgetown University law professor Adam Levitin claims, "The credit card industry doesn't really want you to pay off your debt.... It's like a sweatbox. They want you in there as long as possible."

In 2004, a municipal judge in Cleveland, Ohio, heard the case of Ruth Owens, a woman who was taken to court by the credit card company Discover for failing to pay $5,564 in fees that had been accrued from a $1,900 balance. The judge ruled in favor of Owens, finding that the fees were an "unreasonable, unconscionable and unjust business practice." Economist Paul Krugman, the most recent winner of the Nobel Prize for economics, argued at the time that the new bankruptcy law was passed in 2005 that the law, while making it more difficult for middle- and working-class Americans to ease their debt burden, actually made it easier for the rich to do so. Krugman asserted that bankruptcy, before it was altered, was one of the few protections to prevent middle-class Americans burdened with debt from sliding into poverty XE "poverty" . Noting the difficulties facing Americans, he wrote: “[O]ver the past three decades the lives of ordinary Americans have become steadily less secure, and their chances of plunging from the middle class XE "middle class"  into acute poverty ever larger. Job stability has declined; spells of unemployment XE "unemployment" , when they happen, last longer; fewer workers receive health insurance from their employers; fewer workers have guaranteed pensions.”

For many critics of living in debt, the current financial crisis is evidence enough of a systemic problem. In addition to the personal debt incurred by Americans each year, banks and other large corporations have been making risky investments XE "investments"  with borrowed money, resulting in billions of dollars in losses. As some large banks collapsed and others ceased lending, experts began to fear that the wheels of commerce that drove the American economy might come screeching to a halt. The situation got so bad that a $700 billion rescue plan was needed to save the U.S. financial industry. Indeed, as many critics of debt point out, the boom in the housing market that precipitated the crisis was based on excessive debt, in the form of mortgages. Those circumstances, they say, were fueled by both individuals and financial institutions spending borrowed money based on the assumption that the value of the property they owned would continue to rise. New York Times financial columnist David Leonhardt notes that “debt helped create the housing bubble XE "housing bubble"  and has now left almost one of every six homeowners with a mortgage larger than the value of their home. Debt built up, and then laid low, modern Wall Street, where firms borrowed $30 for every $1 they owned.... The debts run up in recent years are particularly unfortunate, because they stole resources from the future without laying the groundwork for future growth.”

Economist Jeffrey Sachs notes that, by encouraging the government to make credit more freely available to banks, the Bush administration encouraged Americans to live beyond their means. He writes, "A country that sustains zero or negative household saving rates XE "household saving rates"  for years and borrows heavily from abroad is bound to pay a heavy price and that time has come for the United States."
 

Critics argue that the seemingly unending availability of credit is disappearing, and many Americans will be left with no means of repaying their debts or generating new income. Martha Lucey, president of the debt-counseling firm ByDesign Financial Solutions, notes that as the financial crisis unraveled, her company received an unprecedented number of requests for assistance. She says that customers "are close to the max on their credit cards, and they just can't figure out how to manage. We've seen credit-card companies decreasing lines of credit, and the [debtors] don't have any room left. They just can't juggle things like they used to."

As if the personal debt issues weren't enough, we are beginning to drown in our national debt XE "national debt" . Our public debt will drastically impact the lives of all Americans in the near future, says The Lariat of Baylor University. According to the National Center for Policy Analysis, by 2012, the government will not have the tax revenue to perform 10 percent of what it is doing now. By 2030, the government will have only enough taxes to perform 50 percent of what it's doing now. In 2050, when my generation gets ready to retire, the government will no longer be able to afford anything but paying back debt to foreign countries. This means that Social Security XE "Social Security"  and Medicare XE "Medicare"  very likely will be gone, even though American taxpayers have paid into it for our entire lives, says The Lariat.

And the public debt obligation is not just held by the federal government. State and local governments are already drowning in debt, much of it in liabilities for public employee pensions XE "public employee pensions"  that were underfunded to begin with, and are now even more so after losing tens of billions in market value during the recent economic slump. To issue more debt when they know they don't have the money to pay future pension liabilities is foolish, says Investor's Business Daily. Analysts at the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) have found that state pensions alone are expected to grow to about $7.9 trillion in 2005 dollars over the next 15 years and there's a 50 percent chance, they say, that the pensions will be underfunded by $750 billion by that time, and a 25 percent chance they will be underfunded by "at least $1.75 trillion," which will be about one-tenth the size of the economy. To put this in perspective, consider that the NBER report says that underfunding in state pension plans is larger than the total magnitude of outstanding state bonds. Add in the underfunded pensions for which counties and cities are liable, and which runs the percentage of underfunded state and local pensions to 40 percent of all public pensions, and the mix is a toxic brew of debt, says Investor's Business Daily. So who is going to be responsible for the debt run up by reckless elected officials eager to provide luxury — and often outrageously early — retirements for civil servants? Primarily the next generation's taxpayers, who will reap few if any benefits from services they'll be forced to pay for, as well as those who are not yet paying serious taxes but one day will be.

Just as there are steps consumers can follow to eliminate household debt, there are steps government can follow to reduce the public debt burden, say D. Sean Shurtleff, a policy analyst, and Pamela Villarreal, a senior policy analyst, both with the National Center for Policy Analysis. They say lawmakers should stop running perennial deficits XE "deficits"  that make the problem worse. If the government raises taxes in the future, it will slow economic growth by taking money that businesses would have invested. If the government prints more money, it will cause inflation and devalue the dollar XE "devalue the dollar" , leading to lower real disposable incomes. If the government drastically cuts its consumption spending in order to meet debt payments, it will have to reduce such services as national defense, infrastructure, education and so forth; for instance, a March 2009 Congressional Budget Office (CBO) XE "Congressional Budget Office (CBO)"  analysis of the stimulus bill found that increased government debt will crowd out private investment and reduce the rate of economic growth in 10 years. Once an individual stops adding debt, the next step is to assess how much has accumulated. According to the CBO analysis of President Obama's 2010 budget, the budget deficit will grow from $459 billion in 2008 to $1.85 trillion in 2010. Over the period 2010 to 2019, the deficit will average 5.3 percent of gross domestic product (GDP). The U.S. public debt — government securities and bonds owned by individuals, corporations, Federal Reserve Banks and foreign governments — will grow from 40.8 percent of GDP in 2008 to 82.4 percent of GDP in 2019; that is, from $5.8 trillion to $17.3 trillion. Even more perilous are the government's unfunded obligations XE "unfunded obligations"  – promises to pay more benefits in the future than the government expects to receive in revenues dedicated to funding those benefits. The unfunded obligation for Social Security and Medicare is $101.7 trillion in today's dollars. That is more than seven times 2008 GDP and will grow every year that the programs are not reformed to bring projected spending into balance with expected revenues. The best economic stimulus policy, they say, would be to reduce long-term government debt, including current public debt and unfunded liabilities. This type of responsible debt policy would strengthen the dollar and spark consumer and investor confidence, explain Shurtleff and Villarreal.

Taxpayers are on the hook for an extra $55,000 a household to cover rising federal commitments made just in the past year for retirement benefits, the national debt and other government promises, a USA Today analysis shows. Social Security will grow by 1 million to 2 million beneficiaries a year from 2008 through 2032, up from 500,000 a year in the 1990s, its actuaries say. The average annual benefit in 2008, meanwhile, was $12,089. The Medicare picture is worse by some estimates. More than 1 million a year will enroll in Medicare starting in 2011 when the first Baby Boomer turns 65. The average benefit in 2008 was $11,018. Congress has not set aside money to pay military and civil servant pensions or health care for retirees. These unfunded obligations have increased an average of $300 billion a year since 2003 and now stand at $5.3 trillion. The 12 percent rise in red ink in 2008 stems from an explosion of federal borrowing during the recession, plus an aging population driving up the costs of Medicare and Social Security. That's the biggest leap in the long-term burden on taxpayers since a Medicare prescription drug benefit was added in 2003. The latest increase raises federal obligations to a record $546,668 per household in 2008. That's quadruple what the average U.S. household owes for all mortgages, car loans, credit cards and other debt combined.

The numbers of Americans who owe more than they own is already staggering; some experts have wondered if loan defaults XE "loan defaults"  might precipitate the next stage in the financial crisis. They worry that if the number of Americans unable to pay their loans grows large enough, the nation's entire financial system may collapse. Additionally, some experts worry that, as it becomes increasingly difficult for Americans to receive loans, consumer spending will grind to a halt, which would also devastate the economy. Research analyst Lisa Hronek says, "Credit card issuers have realized their market is shrinking and that there is no room for extra credit cards, so they have to scale back.... People are completely maxed out with mortgages, home equity lines and credit card debt."

Others, meanwhile, have found a positive aspect to the financial crisis, asserting that, by the time the turmoil has abated, Americans will have learned valuable lessons about savings XE "savings" . Journalist and financial affairs expert Fareed Zakaria says, "This crisis has – dramatically, vengefully – forced the United States to confront the bad habits it has developed over the past few decades. If we can kick those habits, today's pain will translate into gains in the long run."
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Questions for Thought

Is it all right for Americans to go into debt as frequently as they do or should Americans learn to spend as they earn instead of ahead of their paycheck? Does debt benefit society, or will it have disastrous results for the economy in the long term?

Do you owe anybody any money? Do you think it's a good idea to go into debt, or should it be avoided at all costs? 

Do you think debt is good for the economy? Is it beneficial for Americans to spend more money if it involves borrowing large amounts? Why or why not?

How can consumer borrowers avoid high credit card fees?

What do you think would happen if everybody who owed money on a credit card was unable to pay?

Sample Topic Questions

Should bankruptcy law be reformed to discourage consumer filings?

Are credit card companies given too much leeway to levy excessive fines and fees?

Will personal credit be the next to crunch?

Further Research

The website for U.S. Bankruptcy Courts has some excellent information on personal and corporate filings: http://www.uscourts.gov/bankruptcycourts.html 

Dave Ramsey explains why Bankruptcy is a bad idea for resolving personal debt on his webpage: http://www.daveramsey.com/the_truth_about/bankruptcy_3018.html.cfm 

The American Bankruptcy Institute has excellent articles on current events related this topic: http://www.abiworld.org//AM/Template.cfm?Section=Home 
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 “Diplomacy is the art of letting someone have your way.” ~Daniele Vare, Italian diplomat

“Diplomacy is to do and say the nastiest things in the nicest way.” ~Isaac Goldberg, journalist

"To say nothing, especially when speaking, is half the art of diplomacy." ~Will Durant, philosopher

"All war represents a failure of diplomacy." ~Tony Benn, British politician

"Take the diplomacy out of war and the thing would fall flat in a week." ~Will Smith, actor

During a July 2007 debate, candidates for the Democratic presidential nomination were asked whether they would be willing to meet with the leaders of countries considered hostile XE "countries considered hostile"  to the U.S. – e.g., Iran, Syria, Venezuela, Cuba and North Korea – without setting "preconditions" first. In a controversial response, then-Senator Barack Obama (D – Illinois) said, "I would," and elaborated that "the notion that somehow not talking to countries is punishment to them...is ridiculous." Obama's position was interpreted as a sharp contrast to the foreign policy XE "foreign policy"  of former President Bush, whose administration has often sought to isolate enemies of the U.S. by avoiding direct negotiations with them. Critics quickly pounced on Obama, arguing that his willingness to negotiate with the U.S.'s perceived enemies was a sign of weakness and naivete on complex foreign policy issues. But other observers praised the senator's openness to engaging in direct diplomacy XE "direct diplomacy"  with hostile countries, suggesting that such an approach could dramatically improve the U.S.'s relations with those countries and its overall standing in the world. After the debate, Obama was selected as his party's nominee to run against John McCain (R – Arizona). McCain, a vocal critic of Obama's foreign policy positions, has repeatedly argued that it is dangerous for a U.S. president to negotiate with hostile leaders; the risk of such meetings, McCain says, is that the president could end up appeasing his own enemies and damaging U.S. interests. Obama, for his part, sought to qualify his debate statement, and later maintained that he would meet with hostile leaders only if it would somehow advance U.S. Interests.

Diplomatic engagement XE "Diplomatic engagement"  emerged as a central, divisive issue in the last Presidential election and remains a key issue for American foreign policy. Political experts, historians and newspaper columnists have all considered the question of whether it is worthwhile for the U.S. to engage its enemies directly, especially on the highest level. Commentaries on the issue have drawn upon historical examples of direct presidential negotiations – both successful and unsuccessful – and upon the U.S.'s current foreign policy under the Bush administration. While some observers argue that Bush's policy of isolating hostile governments has been successful, others maintain that Obama's policy of direct engagement would ultimately do more to advance U.S. interests.
 Which side is right? Is diplomatic engagement the key to resolving differences between the U.S. and other countries, or is it a form of weakness and pandering?

Critics of diplomatic engagement argue that it is counterproductive for U.S. presidents to negotiate directly with hostile countries. By meeting with the leaders of Iran and North Korea, for instance, a president might send the wrong signal that the U.S. tacitly approves of their authoritarian governments and policies. The U.S. also risks appearing weak and overeager to accede to its enemies' demands, critics add. They stress that, in the past, attempts to negotiate with aggressive dictators—such as Nazi leader Adolf Hitler—have led to disastrous concessions and caused bloodshed that might otherwise have been avoided. Unless a president can be reasonably sure of advancing U.S. interests during negotiations, it is better to avoid talking with our country's enemies, critics conclude.

Advocates of diplomatic engagement, on the other hand, contend that the U.S. will never resolve its differences with its antagonists unless it negotiates with them directly. Simply ignoring hostile governments gets the U.S. nowhere, they insist, and may in fact allow such governments to grow stronger while the U.S. does nothing to challenge them. They add that there is nothing inherently cowardly or weak about diplomacy. Indeed, a U.S. president can use negotiations to advance U.S. interests, they say, and presidents are certainly not always destined to make unwise concessions to enemy leaders. Like critics, advocates draw upon examples from history to strengthen their arguments, maintaining that direct diplomacy has helped to resolve destructive conflicts such as the Cold War.

There are many historical examples of world leaders negotiating with their enemies. But certain particular examples were repeatedly highlighted during the 2008 presidential campaign and the candidates' ongoing debate over diplomatic engagement. While successful negotiations from the past are used to bolster the case for engagement, failed negotiations XE "failed negotiations"  are cited as evidence that engagement can sometimes be foolish or even catastrophic.

Perhaps the quintessential failed negotiation occurred in 1938 when then-British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain met with Adolf Hitler, the leader of Nazi Germany. Most historians accuse Chamberlain of unwisely attempting to "appease" Hitler; for example, in a major concession, the prime minister said Great Britain would not interfere with Germany's annexation of the Sudetenland, a region of Czechoslovakia. By acceding to Hitler's demands for more territory, Chamberlain emboldened the Nazi government and essentially "sold out" the Czechoslovakians, historians maintain. At the time, however, Chamberlain insisted that his talks with Hitler would create "peace for our time," and expressed his belief to the British cabinet that Hitler "would not deliberately deceive a man [i.e., Chamberlain himself] whom he respected and with whom he had been in negotiation." Shortly after, in 1939, Nazi Germany invaded Poland, triggering the European phase of World War II. While it is impossible to know whether Chamberlain could have averted war by taking a stronger stand against Hitler, most observers agree that the prime minister's approach was too conciliatory. By permitting Nazi Germany to annex the Sudetenland unopposed, Chamberlain seemingly signaled to Hitler that Britain was unwilling or unable to fight Nazi expansionism. Isolating or challenging Hitler would have been a far more effective strategy, many observers have argued. After World War II, the two most powerful victorious countries—the U.S. and the Soviet Union—became embroiled in a "cold war" that lasted until the early 1990s. While the two superpowers never fought each other directly, they did fight "proxy wars" with each other's allies, and engaged in serious diplomatic, military and economic competition. As in the case of World War II, debate flared over whether direct diplomatic engagement should be used to resolve differences between the two countries.

Throughout the Cold War, various U.S. presidential administrations tried different forms of diplomacy with the Soviet Union and its allies. President John F. Kennedy was generally regarded as a proponent of direct engagement; during his inaugural address, he famously declared, "Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate XE "negotiate" ." (Contemporary supporters of diplomatic engagement often quote his statement.) Kennedy's record as a negotiator is subject to debate, however. Modern critics argue, for example, that he erred by agreeing to meet in person with Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev in 1961. During the talks, which took place in Vienna, Austria, Khrushchev reportedly bullied XE "bullied"  Kennedy by criticizing U.S. foreign policy and warning that it would be "very unwise" for the U.S. to build military bases near the Soviet Union. Khrushchev afterwards said that he thought Kennedy came across as "too intelligent and too weak," while Kennedy criticized his own performance, saying, "I've got a terrible problem if he thinks I'm inexperienced and have no guts. Until we remove those ideas we won't get anywhere with him." Soon after, in 1962, the so-called Cuban missile crisis flared when the U.S. learned that the Soviets were stationing ballistic missiles in Cuba (a Communist country, close to the U.S., with which Kennedy's government had broken off diplomatic relations). The missiles were capable of carrying nuclear warheads, and had sufficient range to reach the continental United States. The U.S. and the Soviet Union became embroiled in a tense diplomatic standoff over the presence of the missiles in Cuba; many historians agree that the situation had the potential to degenerate into a nuclear conflict between the superpowers. However, Kennedy and Khrushchev ultimately negotiated a solution to the conflict, in which the Soviets agreed not to station missiles in Cuba so long as the U.S. agreed to refrain from invading Cuba and removed its own missiles from bases in Turkey.

While Chamberlain's talks with Hitler are almost universally condemned today, the Kennedy-Khrushchev negotiations are more controversial. Some observers accuse Kennedy of repeatedly demonstrating weakness to Khrushchev, and even argue that the president's weak performance during the 1961 Vienna summit might have emboldened Khrushchev to station Soviet missiles in Cuba the following year. But Kennedy's defenders reject such arguments, emphasizing instead that Kennedy's openness to diplomacy enabled him to resolve the Cuban missile crisis and avert a potentially disastrous war. Later, during the administration of President Ronald Reagan, the U.S. initially took a hawkish stance against the Soviets. Indeed, in 1983, Reagan famously referred to the Soviet Union as an "evil empire." However, Reagan later held successful negotiations with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev that led to a drawdown in tensions between the two superpowers and a slackening of their competitive "arms race." At the time, some fellow conservatives for his diplomatic approach to the Soviets criticized Reagan; in fact, the Conservative Caucus, a political activist group, took out a newspaper advertisement criticizing Reagan's approach that warned, "Appeasement XE "Appeasement"  is as unwise in 1988 as in 1938."

In 1991, the Cold War formally ended when the Soviet Union dissolved after a period of damaging economic and military failures, to be replaced by the more democratic Russian Federation. The extent to which U.S. diplomatic engagement with the Soviets helped bring about Russia's democratization is, again, a subject of debate among contemporary observers. At any rate, with the Soviet Union gone, U.S. foreign policy evolved radically during the late 20th and early 21st centuries in order to meet new challenges and new threats.

After 9/11, the Bush administration waged a global War on Terror XE "War on Terror"  that in large part defined its foreign policy. Generally, the U.S. tried to cement its traditional alliances with countries such as Israel while directly combating, or at least trying to isolate, hostile regimes that are suspected of supporting terrorism. As part of the war on terror, the U.S. invaded Afghanistan—a South Asian country that harbored Al Qaeda leaders—in 2001, and the Middle Eastern country of Iraq in 2003. The U.S. installed friendlier, more democratic governments in both Afghanistan and Iraq, and has maintained close diplomatic relations with their new leaders. However, the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq have caused U.S. relations with other countries to deteriorate considerably. For example, the government of Iran, Iraq's neighbor, has frequently condemned the U.S. for invading Iraq and inflicting heavy civilian casualties there. And the Bush administration, for its part, has accused the Iranians of supporting an anti-U.S. insurgency in Iraq.

In 2005, U.S.-Iran relations were further complicated by the election of a hard-line Iranian president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Since taking office, Ahmadinejad has repeatedly called for Israel's destruction and indulged in provocative anti-U.S. rhetoric. He has also insisted upon Iran's right to maintain a controversial uranium enrichment program (which Iran says is dedicated to producing nuclear energy, but which the U.S. and its allies say is intended to produce nuclear weapons). For now, the U.S. generally refuses to negotiate with Iran, although U.S. diplomats have spoken to their Iranian counterparts about the security situation in Iraq. Meanwhile, European countries and the United Nations have taken the lead in trying to convince Iran to abandon its nuclear program in return for various economic and diplomatic incentives. Although a December 2007 U.S. intelligence assessment concluded that Iran might have abandoned its efforts to construct nuclear weapons, the Bush administration remained concerned that Iran is seeking nuclear armaments for use against U.S. targets and/or Israel.

The U.S. has similar concerns about stopping the proliferation of nuclear weapons in the Asian nation of North Korea. Unlike Iran, North Korea has developed such weapons already and tested a nuclear device in October 2006. Nevertheless, the U.S. and other parties have launched numerous diplomatic efforts in recent years to convince North Korea to abandon its nuclear ambitions. The administration of President Bill Clinton appeared to make some progress on the issue, reaching an agreement in 1994 in which North Korea agreed to freeze some nuclear activities. However, the Bush administration abandoned that agreement in 2001 and largely broke off talks with North Korea. More recently, North Korea and the U.S. have participated in negotiations known as the six-party talks XE "six-party talks" —also involving South Korea, Japan, China and Russia—which are, again, aimed at encouraging North Korea to abandon nuclear arms development. In February 2007, North Korea agreed to begin moving toward nuclear disarmament, and in June 2008 took the dramatic step of blowing up the cooling tower of its nuclear reactor at Yongbyon. Skeptics, however, maintained that the extent of North Korea's commitment to disarmament remained unclear. In general, the Bush administration's diplomatic efforts on the North Korea nuclear issue have been met with a mixed reception; some observers argue that U.S. negotiations have borne fruit, while others say that it was a mistake for the U.S. to abandon its 1994 agreement with North Korea and allow the country to "get away with" testing a nuclear device in 2006.

Iranian and North Korean nuclear development arguably constitute the most pressing problems for U.S. diplomats at present. However, the U.S. also has problematic relations with numerous other foreign governments. For example, Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez has recently promoted an anti-U.S. agenda in South America; memorably, in 2006, Chávez accused Bush of being an imperialist and called him "the devil." The U.S. also continues to have hostile relations with Cuba—which still has a Communist government—and the Middle Eastern country of Syria, which the Bush administration accuses of sponsoring terrorism and undermining a pro-U.S. government in neighboring Lebanon. Furthermore, the Bush administration has refused to establish diplomatic relations with Hamas, a Palestinian political and militant group that won a majority in the Palestinian legislature in January 2006 elections. Some observers argue that the U.S. should negotiate with Hamas because it is the dominant political force in the Palestinian territories, and indeed, former U.S. president Jimmy Carter met with Hamas leaders in April 2008. However, the Bush administration classifies Hamas as a terrorist group because it has launched numerous attacks against Israel and therefore refuses to hold talks with the Hamas-led Palestinian government.
 

The complex state of U.S. foreign relations accounts, at least in part, for the heated controversy generated by Barack Obama's statement during the July 2007 Democratic debate. When Obama said that he was willing to negotiate with Iran, North Korea, Syria, Venezuela and Cuba, critics expressed concern that he would try to appease their clearly hostile, anti-U.S. leaders. Obama's defenders, however, insisted that negotiation and appeasement are by no means the same thing. Obama, meanwhile, has sought to qualify his debate statement in an apparent attempt to address his critics' concerns. During a June 2008 speech before an influential pro-Israel lobby, Obama insisted that he would hold negotiations with hostile countries only at "a time and place of my choosing, if and only if it can advance the interests of the United States." He also affirmed that, as president, he would make every effort to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons.

Critics of diplomatic engagement argue that it is often foolish for U.S. presidents to meet directly with the leaders of hostile countries. Such summits are frequently tantamount to appeasement, they warn, since presidents are tempted to make concessions to enemies of the United States. Generally speaking, it is wiser for presidents to isolate or ignore hostile countries and thereby pressure them to change their positions, critics maintain. When Obama advocated diplomatic engagement with hostile countries, he demonstrated a dangerous naivete in the realm of foreign affairs, opponents of engagement insist. "Americans ought to be concerned about the judgment of a presidential candidate who says he's ready to talk, in person and without conditions, with tyrants from Havana [Cuba] to Pyongyang [North Korea]," McCain said of Obama. "It is reckless to suggest that unconditional meetings will advance our interests," concludes McCain, who advocates continuing the Bush administration's policy of estrangement from anti-U.S. governments.

Bush has also argued strongly that the very act of meeting with hostile leaders is often a form of appeasement. He elaborated that “[s]ome seem to believe that we should negotiate with the terrorists and radicals, as if some ingenious argument will persuade them they have been wrong all along. We have heard this foolish delusion before. As Nazi tanks crossed into Poland in 1939, an American senator declared, "Lord, if I could only have talked to Hitler, all this might have been avoided." We have an obligation to call this what it is: the false comfort of appeasement, which has been repeatedly discredited by history. Many other critics, like Bush, cite historical examples of failed negotiations in order to undermine the credibility of diplomatic engagement. Chamberlain's appeasement of Hitler is just one popular example; other critics draw attention to Kennedy's problematic meeting with Khrushchev in 1961.

Nathan Thrall and Jesse James Wilkins, writing in the New York Times, call the Kennedy-Khrushchev summit "one of the more self-destructive American actions of the cold war, and one that contributed to the most dangerous crisis of the nuclear age"—the Cuban missile crisis. In their opinion, it was unwise for Kennedy to meet with Khrushchev, especially because Kennedy was arguably unprepared for the summit and therefore appeared weak to the Soviet leader. Thrall and Wilkins conclude, "If Barack Obama wants to follow in Kennedy's footsteps, he should heed the lesson that Kennedy learned in his first year in office: sometimes there is good reason to fear to negotiate."

The notion of opening presidential-level negotiations with Iran has attracted particular criticism. "[P]roposing direct talks with Ahmadinejad is a mistake," writes opinion columnist Trudy Rubin in the Philadelphia Inquirer. "The Iranian president heads the hardest-line faction in Tehran, and shows little interest in better U.S.-Iranian relations. Iranians would regard such a summit as vindication for his anti-American and anti-Israel policies," she continues. Rubin encapsulates two central arguments posed by critics—first, that there is little practical point in meeting with leaders who are stubbornly anti-U.S., and second, the very act of meeting with such leaders suggests that their hostile policies are what drove the U.S. to compromise. Furthermore, when presidents meet with the leaders of countries with totalitarian governments, they undermine the chances of democratic reform within those countries, critics warn. A U.S. presidential meeting with Ahmadinejad, for example, would "give the [Iranian] moderates" who want to introduce more freedoms in that country "a kick in the gut" by lending Ahmadinejad more prestige and legitimacy, says Joshua Muravchik of the American Enterprise Institute, a conservative think tank. In short, opponents argue that diplomatic engagement can be a mistake when it leads a U.S. president to appease hostile leaders or imply that the U.S. tacitly endorses their policies. Rather than engaging in fruitless discussions with its enemies, the U.S. should keep them at a distance or, in more extreme cases, confront them with force, critics conclude.

Advocates contend that diplomatic engagement is the best way for the U.S. to promote its agenda abroad and confront—or even try to change the policies of—hostile governments. Without engaging in direct diplomacy, U.S. presidents cannot hope to effectively assert themselves on the world stage or influence other leaders, they add. Therefore, the Bush/McCain policy of rejecting negotiations with hostile countries merely isolates the U.S. and reduces the effectiveness of its foreign policy, advocates maintain. Since the July 2007 Democratic debate, Obama has emerged as a leading advocate of diplomatic engagement. Obama says he is "puzzled" that engagement has become a source of controversy when, according to him, it has been an integral part of "the history of U.S. diplomacy until very recently." Rejecting the Bush doctrine of spurning hostile governments, Obama insists that "strong countries and strong presidents talk to their adversaries" in an active attempt to resolve differences.

While critics often compare diplomatic engagement to appeasement, advocates counter that U.S. presidents do not necessarily have to make concessions to their enemies during summits. "[N]o observer of foreign relations could possibly equate negotiation with appeasement," writes Elizabeth Cobbs Hoffman in the Washington Independent. "Talking with an opponent is different from fraternizing with or capitulating to him. It is, in fact, the defining tool of diplomacy, humanity's oldest substitute for fighting," she adds. Cobbs Hoffman also directly addresses the appeasement of Hitler in 1938, arguing that Chamberlain's decision to meet with Hitler was not, in itself, a mistake; the real mistake, she maintains, was giving Hitler the green light to annex part of Czechoslovakia during that meeting.

Columnist Mark Oppenheimer raises similar arguments in support of engagement. "Virtually all specialists agree that meetings between leaders of regimes at odds can be a good thing," he writes in the Boston Globe. "[W]hile the circumstances of such meetings have to be right for both sides, it's better to express an openness to them, Obama-style, than to rule them out ahead of time." Oppenheimer also suggests that Bush and McCain are being hypocritical when they condemn engagement with the U.S.'s enemies, noting that, in practice, "there is almost no country that the United States does not [already] have some contact with, if not at the presidential level then through ambassadors or lower-level diplomats." For example, since U.S. diplomats have already spoken to Iranian representatives about security conditions in Iraq, advocates stress, a presidential-level meeting between the U.S. and Iranian leaders would not be much different. The advantage of high-level presidential summits is that they may produce results much faster than meetings between lower-level diplomats, advocates contend. Therefore, when Bush or other presidents reject the idea of engaging with enemies, they throw away a potentially powerful foreign policy tool, proponents conclude. "Sometimes you need a leader to make a bold statement," contends Robert Mnookin of the Harvard Negotiation Research Project. "Acts by leaders can have costs; they can also have enormous benefits. And to categorically rule them out is a mistake," he adds.

Supporters of engagement like to remind Bush and his generation of conservative Republicans about the success of Ronald Reagan when he met face-to-face with his Soviet rival, Gorbachev. As foreign policy expert Samantha Power writes in Time magazine, those critics who enjoy recalling Reagan's labeling of the Soviets as "evil" are forgetting the other half of the story. "What they conveniently block out," Power says, "is the turn Reagan took in 1983 toward negotiation, which played a key role in bringing about the end of the cold war. When Reagan decided to stop denouncing the 'evil empire' and start pursuing arms talks, those who today mock Obama then derided their former hero."

Furthermore, advocates maintain that Bush's policy of alienating enemy countries has produced few positive results and, in some cases, has even backfired by enabling those countries to pursue hostile agendas without opposition from the U.S. State Department. Writing in the Washington Post, Ivo Daalder and Philip Gordon contend that Iran, for example, has made great strides in advancing an anti-U.S. agenda during recent years. "McCain's argument that talking to Iran would only embolden it ignores the fact that 7 1/2 years of refusing to do so have left Iran stronger and closer to a nuclear bomb," they write. Only by negotiating directly with the Iranians can the U.S. possibly hope to dissuade them from producing nuclear weapons, advocates contend. Proponents conclude that diplomatic engagement is often the most effective way to advance U.S. interests—particularly if the U.S. president, who wields enormous influence, leads the negotiations. Refusing to negotiate with hostile countries gets the U.S. nowhere and, in fact, might allow its enemies to grow more powerful, they add.

The wisdom of engagement as a strategy continues to be a subject of debate. Many commentators try to stake out a moderate position on the issue, arguing that engagement can be either wise or foolhardy depending on specific circumstances. "No U.S. president can afford to hold talks for talks' sake or rely exclusively on diplomacy in foreign policy," Power writes, suggesting that the usefulness of engagement has limits. But she also adds that opponents of engagement should not be allowed to "reduce America's options to a false choice between appeasement and war" when dealing with hostile countries. In short, Power contends that direct diplomatic engagement is simply one of many foreign policy tools available to the U.S., but one that should be used only when absolutely necessary. Determining exactly when engagement is appropriate remains, for now, a subject of intense debate in political circles.
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Questions for Thought

Can negotiations between U.S. presidents and the leaders of hostile countries backfire by making the U.S. appear to be weak and pandering? Or could such negotiations actually produce positive results and advance U.S. interests?

What do you think is the strongest argument in favor of diplomatic engagement, and what makes you think it is the strongest?

What do you think is the strongest argument against diplomatic engagement, and what makes that argument so weak?

Of the top five countries considered most hostile to U.S. interests—Iran, North Korea, Syria, Venezuela, and Cuba—do you think there is anyone whose leader the U.S. president should speak with one-on-one? If yes, which country, and why? If no, why not?

Topic Questions

Should U.S. Presidents talk to leaders of countries known to be hostile to the United States?

Is diplomatic engagement an appropriate tool to use with terrorists?

Further Reading

The Wikipedia article on constructive engagement is a great place to start your research: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constructive_engagement 

Read about constructive engagement in South Africa in this 1986 Foreign Affairs article by Unger and Vale: http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/40525/sanford-j-ungar-and-peter-vale/south-africa-why-constructive-engagement-failed 

Dollar as “Reserve” Currency

· Gold Folder Created: January 2009

 “The first panacea for a mismanaged nation is inflation of the currency; the second is war. Both bring a temporary prosperity; both bring a permanent ruin. But both are the refuge of political and economic opportunists.” 

~ Ernest Hemmingway, author 

“At the start, the euro is going to have problems as a reserve currency. It will ... have to earn its place.” 

~ Lawrence Lindsey, former director of the National Economic Council. 

“Although I doubt that the U.S. dollar will lose its status as the world's reserve currency any time soon, there are in my judgment lessons to be learned from the experience of (Britain's currency) as it faded as the world's dominant currency." 

~ Alan Greenspan, former Chairman of the Federal Reserve. 

“This may be the realization after a long period of time that gold is no longer the bedrock of the world's financial system. And if it's no longer required as a reserve currency, then it makes sense for central banks to reduce their holdings of gold and convert to more profitable investments.”

~ Victor Lazarovici, stock market expert. 

International 

The dollar sets the standard

But euro and yen? 

The U.S. dollar—the primary currency of international trade XE "international trade" —is one of many currencies XE "currencies"  in use around the world.1 

There are presently more than 160 national currencies in circulation XE "circulation" . Since the end of World War II, however, no single currency has been more powerful than the U.S. dollar. For decades, the international community has prized the dollar's stability and reliability. In large part because it has been backed by the world's largest economy, the dollar outpaces every other currency in the measures valued by investors. For that reason, when governments or international corporations XE "international corporations"  do business with one another, they often use the U.S. dollar for their transactions, rather than local currencies. Indeed, the U.S. dollar's strong standing in the postwar era has made it the world's main "reserve XE "reserve" " or anchor currency XE "anchor currency" . That means the U.S. dollar is used to price various key commodities in the global economy, including gold and oil. It also means that many governments purchase and save U.S. dollars to help them weather fiscal crises or pay down debt XE "debt" . For the United States, the dollar's role as the world's reserve currency has cemented the country's position at the center of international trade.2 

However, the U.S. dollar's role as the world's central currency may be in jeopardy. Poor economic performance in the last few years has helped lead to a major global economic downturn. That downturn has generated enormous revenue losses for corporations and governments around the globe. Additionally, U.S. monetary policy has stoked fears that the dollar will weaken drastically in the coming years in comparison with other major currencies, such as the euro XE "euro" --the currency used by 16 European Union XE "European Union"  countries--and the Japanese yen XE "yen" . 

There have already been signs of weakening confidence in the dollar. According to the British investment bank Barclays Capital XE "Barclays Capital" , central banks around the globe chose to store 63% of their new cash reserves in euros and yen, instead of the more traditional U.S. dollar.3 According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) XE "International Monetary Fund (IMF)" , as of October 2009, dollars account for 62% of the total currency held in reserve at the world's central banks, down from about 65% in July.4 

Concern about the declining U.S. dollar and uncertainty about the U.S. economy's prospects for a full recovery has prompted debate about replacing the dollar with a stronger and more stable reserve currency. Proponents of that plan--particularly economic rivals China and Russia--say an alternate currency could boost confidence XE "confidence"  in the global economy, and lead to a new era of growth and investment XE "investment" . But within the U.S. and elsewhere, opponents regard such reforms as unnecessary. The dollar, they say, is not so weak as to warrant a fundamental reshaping of the world financial order--one that might put the U.S. at a disadvantage compared with other powerful economies. 

Given the very influential role that the dollar has played in the global economy during the past 60 years, the U.S. government has a vested interest in ensuring that its currency remains the world's reserve currency, because that status guarantees the country a high degree of influence in world economic affairs. In September 2009, a prominent United Nations XE "United Nations"  trade commission expressed the need for a new reserve currency, as part of a serious effort to reshape the world's financial system.5 It was the first time such a prominent organization had advocated replacing the dollar and it raised an important question: Might the world's economic system be better off with a new central currency? Or should U.S. policy makers fight to keep the dollar as the world's main reserve currency? 

Supporters of replacing the U.S. dollar as the world's reserve currency say such a reform is long overdue. They say choosing a currency with a more stable value could go a long way toward stabilizing international financial markets XE "international financial markets" --which many supporters claim have been thrown into disarray by misguided U.S. government policies and the declining value of the U.S. dollar. Backers say that since no one can be certain of when the U.S. economy will fully recover, the global trade system could right itself faster if businesses and governments began using a stronger, more reliable currency.6 

Meanwhile, critics of replacing the U.S. dollar insist that the international economy will eventually stabilize itself without a shake-up of the existing reserve currency system. Despite the U.S.'s role in contributing to the current economic downturn, they say, the U.S. dollar remains one of the world's most reliable currencies. Opponents warn that replacing the dollar with the euro, the yen or another major currency could cause unforeseen consequences--and might actually prolong the current downturn.7 

Let's examine a brief history of the reserve currency system before looking at the arguments for and against changing the anchor currency in more detail. 

In 1944, toward the end of World War II, officials from many countries met in New Hampshire to redesign the world's financial system. The agreement they signed--the Bretton Woods accord--created what would become two hugely influential institutions: the IMF and the World Bank XE "World Bank" . The agreement also tied ("pegged XE "pegged" ") global exchange rates to the value of both gold and the dollar. Reem Heakal, writing for the Web site Investopedia, describes exchange rates as "the value of another country's currency compared to that of your own." 8 A fixed exchange rate XE "fixed exchange rate"  is a rate set by a government. Fixed rates tend to be attached to a particular currency (such as the U.S. dollar) or commodity (such as gold XE "gold" ). In order to keep its currency fixed, a country's central bank XE "central bank"  must keep vast reserves of the currency to which its currency is fixed. Under the Bretton Woods XE "Bretton Woods"  system, most of the world's currencies were fixed to the price of gold, which in turn was tied to the value of the dollar. Heakal explains, "[I]f you needed to buy Japanese yen, the value of the yen would be expressed in U.S. dollars, whose value in turn was determined by the value of gold."9 

The dollar was assigned a key role in the Bretton Woods system in order to create some measure of stability and uniformity in international trade and finance XE "finance" . Since the U.S. had not been devastated by the war the way much of Europe had been, the U.S. economy and its currency served to stabilize the war-ravaged international community. The dollar's prominence in the Bretton Woods system meant the U.S. would go on to become the linchpin of the new financial world order.10 

In 1971, President Richard Nixon abandoned the Bretton Woods system, severing the dollar's attachment to gold. The move expanded the United States ability to use monetary policy because while fixing the value of a currency to a commodity such as gold offers stability, it also makes it harder for a country's central bank to print money, which can be necessary when a country needs to incur budget deficits--a situation where a government spends more money than it makes.11 

With the Bretton Woods system abandoned, most countries adopted floating exchange rate XE "floating exchange rate" . The value of a floating currency XE "floating currency"  is determined by supply and demand in private markets relative to other currencies. Heakal explains, "[I]f demand for a currency is low, its value will decrease, thus making imported goods more expensive and stimulating demand for local goods and services. This in turn will generate more jobs, causing an auto-correction in the market." The U.S. dollar has been a floating currency since the end of the Bretton Woods system. For the most part, the dollar has been strong against other nations' currencies, especially when the U.S. economy has been doing well. There are benefits to a weak dollar, however; when the dollar falls in value, it is easier to sell domestically produced products overseas, generating revenue for U.S. companies and strengthening the U.S. economy. Meanwhile, much of the international trade conducted in the second half of the 20th century, and into the 21st, has directly involved the U.S. dollar. For example, if a clothing manufacturer in Bolivia wanted to export 100,000 pairs of socks to South Africa, rather than convert Bolivian currency (the boliviano) to South African currency (the rand), both countries might instead use U.S. dollars to facilitate the transaction.12 

In the past decade the value of the U.S. dollar has fallen considerably, particularly against the euro. During that time, the nation's debt rose drastically; many experts argue that the current U.S. budget deficit will in the long run be detrimental to both the dollar and the economy in general. Accordingly, for most of the early 2000s, the dollar fell in value against other major currencies, particularly the euro.13 

In 2006, the U.S. economy showed signs of strain when the nation's housing market XE "housing market"  began to collapse. Then, the bottom fell out of the economy in 2008; since housing was a fundamental part of the nation's economy, plunging home values had a domino effect, quickly destabilizing other parts of the economy. The collapse caused a crisis in confidence in U.S. banking institutions that had heavily gambled on continually rising housing prices. As a result, those banks effectively stopped making loans, which also halted new loan and investment activity in the international community. Soon, growth everywhere stalled. Major financial firms began eliminating jobs and even declaring bankruptcy; experts declared the economic crisis the worst since the Great Depression, a downturn that lasted throughout the 1930s.14 

As the world's economy struggled and international stock markets XE "stock markets"  crashed, most global currencies plummeted in value. The dollar, however, grew substantially stronger, gaining over 15% in value between August and October 2008. Indeed, as many investors and governments feared a sustained global economic downturn, they sought refuge in the dollar, buying vast amounts of Treasury bills XE "Treasury bills" , which are short-term government bonds that are repaid in full when they mature. Because of the long-term dependability of the dollar, Treasury bills are thought to be one of the safest investments in the world. Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Krugman explains in his book The Return of Depression Economics and the Crisis of 2008, "U.S. government debt is as safe as anything on the planet, not because the United States is the most responsible nation on earth but because a world in which the U.S. government collapses would be one in which pretty much everything else collapses too."15 

Meanwhile, to battle the financial crisis, the U.S. government lowered already low interest rates XE "interest rates"  to almost zero in an attempt to encourage lending on the part of banks. The Federal Reserve XE "Federal Reserve" , the central bank of the U.S., also began issuing and purchasing vast amounts of new bonds XE "bonds" --in effect, printing money--in an attempt to encourage banks to once again lend money. Opponents of this point out that when the money supply increases, and too many dollars are in circulation, each dollar becomes less valuable, leading to inflation XE "inflation" --a rise in the general price level--which causes complications in exchange rates. Defenders of the government's recent policies, however, insist that those tactics have been necessary to prevent a total global economic collapse.16 

Although few experts are optimistic about prospects for a full economic recovery in the near future, many analysts agree that the worst of the financial crisis is over and that U.S. government actions have pulled the economy back from the brink. Economists worry, however, that the increased money supply resulting from the government's response to the crisis will do long-term damage to the dollar. Indeed, the dollar is worth substantially less than it was at the height of the crisis. While the initial weakening of the dollar was met with relief by stock market investors as a sign that the economy was returning to normal, its continued fall to pre-crisis levels has worried many observers. Some leading economic thinkers have admitted in recent years that the U.S. dollar's historic dominance over international trade markets might be coming to an end. Former Federal Reserve chairman XE "Federal Reserve chairman"  Alan Greenspan foresees a possible challenge to the U.S. currency coming from overseas in the relatively near future. In September 2007, he said it is "absolutely conceivable that the euro will replace the dollar as reserve currency, or will be traded as an equally important reserve currency," possibly by as early as 2020.17 

Doubts about the stability of the U.S. economy and its currency have fueled talk about reducing the importance of the dollar to avoid a future global economic meltdown. Given the widespread scope of the world economic crisis, supporters of weaning the world off its dependence on the dollar say there is no better time to revolutionize the world monetary system. As the world's economic downturn has continued into 2009, the idea of replacing the dollar with another existing reserve currency has gained traction. In March 2009, finance ministers from a handful of influential countries said they were optimistic that adopting a new reserve currency could improve the structure of the global economic system. Russian officials, for example, claimed that moving away from the U.S. dollar as the world's reserve currency had the support of the faction of rising economic powers known as BRIC XE "BRIC"  (Brazil, Russia, India and China).18 

China, in particular, has instigated calls to move the world away from its dependence on the dollar. China is one of the U.S.'s top trade partners, and its purchases of U.S. debt have helped finance the our substantial budget deficits. Although Chinese officials claim that they worry about the long-term stability of their dollar reserves, some experts have speculated that China may just be making threats in order to strengthen its bargaining position with U.S. trade officials. One proposal raised by Chinese officials involves replacing the dollar, not with a single global reserve currency, but with a "market basket" of different international currencies. The IMF's special drawing rights (SDR) XE "special drawing rights (SDR)"  is an example of a market basket, and currently includes dollars, euros, British pounds and yen. In the absence of a single dominant currency, no one country could shape and prevail over the international financial system, supporters of that idea say.19 

Meanwhile, calls for reforming the world's reserve currency system gained momentum in September 2009 with a report published by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) XE "United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)" . The report warned that the global financial system and international currency markets were in a state of disarray. To help repair that situation, the report called for the creation of a new central bank to oversee global financial matters and manage exchange rates. But the UNCTAD also took aim at the dollar itself. The report's authors said that to reverse the world's economic downturn and restore confidence in international markets, a more reliable currency than the U.S. dollar had to be adopted as the main global reserve currency. It was the first time such a high-profile international body had made that recommendation.20 

Supporters of a new reserve currency argue that replacing the U.S. dollar as the world's central currency is necessary to ensure the future stability of the global economy. Many proponents blame the current international fiscal crisis on an overreliance on the strength of the U.S. economy. Since most countries rely on the U.S. dollar for international trade, supporters contend, the problems caused by an unstable U.S. economy have quickly spread around the globe. According to the UNCTAD report, the "dominance of the dollar as the main means of international payments [has] played an important role in the build-up of global imbalances in the run-up to the financial crisis." Replacing the U.S. dollar with a more stable currency in international trade would help keep the global economy from being derailed by another U.S. economic crisis, backers say.21 

Using a market basket such as the SDR, supporters say, would decrease the world's reliance on the strength of any single nation's economy. In mid-2009, China's central bank released a report declaring that "an international monetary system XE "international monetary system"  dominated by a single sovereign currency has intensified the concentration of risk and the spread of the crisis."22 

Nobel Prize winner and former World Bank chief economist Joseph Stiglitz contends that the financial meltdown has proven that an international currency system based on the U.S. dollar is riddled with problems and risk. Stiglitz says that since the stability of the U.S. dollar is so closely linked to fluctuations in the U.S. economy, other nations' financial health depends on the strength of the U.S. economy. "It is very hard to have a globally integrated financial system based on a single currency when there are such uncertainties about the economic fortunes of that particular country," Stiglitz asserts.23 

Detlef Kotte, a U.N. economic affairs adviser, agrees that a new reserve currency would restore balance to world markets. Replacing the U.S. dollar as the world's reserve currency, Kotte says, "would solve some of the problems related to the potential of countries running large deficits, and would help stability."24 

Proponents say that a new worldwide reserve system would achieve three important goals: boosting trade demand XE "trade demand" , improving the stability of the worldwide economy and ensuring that gains made through trade were more equally shared by the international community. Such a view was echoed in the UNCTAD report, which asserted that a new reserve currency could be more effective than the U.S. dollar in reducing barriers to global trade, thus increasing the likelihood that all countries could benefit from participation in the world economy. A new reserve currency "would remove a major incentive for speculation and ensure that monetary factors do not stand in the way of achieving a level playing field for international trade," the report predicted.25 

Stiglitz sees movement toward a new international reserve currency as inevitable. The "dollar now is yielding almost zero return," Stiglitz said in a speech at the United Nations regional headquarters in Bangkok. "The current global reserve system is fraying. It's falling apart. The issue isn't whether we go to a new system. The question is do we do so in an orderly or disorderly way."26 

Opponents of adopting a new global reserve currency include some of the top decision makers in the U.S. government, from U.S. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner and Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke to President Obama. Along with other critics of a new reserve currency, they maintain their confidence in the strength and reliability of the U.S. dollar, despite the current economic crisis. Obama predicts that the U.S. dollar will remain the world's central currency "because investors consider the U.S. the strongest economy in the world, with the most stable political system in the world." Given those circumstances, critics say, there is no need to replace the U.S. dollar with a new currency because, despite the recent economic downturn, the dollar continues to fulfill the world's need for a reserve currency.27 

Top U.S. officials are not alone in their defense of the dollar. A number of foreign heads of state have also pledged support for the dollar. For example, in March 2009, Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd rejected the notion that a new currency would eliminate the problems currently affecting international markets. "My view is very straightforward," he said during a visit to Washington, D.C. "The U.S. dollar remains the world's reserve currency. It is an important and essential stabilizing part of the global financial and economic future."28 

Other opponents of a new reserve currency warn that reforming the international monetary system would be dangerous to the U.S. economy. They contend that reducing the prevalence of the U.S. dollar in international markets would weaken the role of the U.S. in global economic affairs. Those critics say it is no surprise that China and Russia--two of the U.S.'s main economic rivals--have been leading advocates of the plan to remove the U.S. dollar as the world's reserve currency. Opponents contend that those nations want the U.S.'s economic dominance diminished because it would bolster their own influence, not because it would restore stability to the world's financial markets.29 

Some critics also take exception to the argument that the weakness of the U.S. dollar was a central cause of the recent global financial meltdown and economic downturn. Those opponents point to a wide variety of underlying factors, ranging from shortsighted investments to risky business ventures around the world. Given those circumstances, they say, even the existence of a different reserve currency might not have prevented the current downturn. The U.S. dollar, they contend, is merely a convenient scapegoat.30 

Other experts argue that some analysts have made too much of the weak dollar. Economist Paul Krugman writes, "[t]he truth is that the falling dollar is good news. For one thing, it's mainly the result of rising confidence: the dollar rose at the height of the financial crisis as panicked investors sought safe haven in America, and it's falling again now that the fear is subsiding."31 

Finally, some argue that Americans would have extreme difficulty adapting to the notion of a new reserve currency. If the international economy moved away from the dollar, those economists say, the U.S. would lose an important part of its national identity--that of being the undisputed leader in global economic affairs. Marginalizing a nation's currency is "a very emotional thing" for a country, says John Marthinsen, an economist at Babson College. "It's like losing your flag."32 

While recent calls for a new global reserve currency reflect growing disillusionment with international reliance on the U.S. dollar, top IMF officials suggest that does not mean the world will have a new central currency anytime soon. According to John Lipsky, the IMF's first deputy managing director, "These kinds of discussions of alternative reserve currencies have been around a long time [and] some very serious people have proposed them. But I don't think any of them are considered a near-term option." Even Alexei Kudrin, the Russian finance minister, concedes that proponents of a reformed monetary system may be getting ahead of themselves. "It's too early to speak of an alternative," he admits.33 

That means that the U.S. dollar should remain the world's central currency for the foreseeable future. While Lipsky says the IMF has not altogether eliminated the idea of a new global reserve currency, he predicts that the debate surrounding its creation will unfold over the course of years or even decades--not a few months. "It's a very complicated and big proposition, but it is part of a natural conversation about how the stability and effectiveness of the current international system can be strengthened," Lipsky says. "It's a serious proposal and I don't think even the proponents think of it as a short-term issue, but rather a long-term issue that merits serious study and consideration."34 
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Questions for Thought 

· Do you think China and Russia, two major economic powers, who call for reform of the world's monetary system, are interested primarily in stabilizing the world economy, or in eroding the influence of the U.S. dollar? 

· Would the economic strength of the U.S. would decline in comparison to other countries if the U.S. dollar were no longer the world's central reserve currency? 

· Do you agree that the primary blame for instability in today's international economy lies with the U.S.? 

· What challenges do you think have prevented the world from adopting a new global currency during the past few centuries? Do you think it might be possible to overcome those hurdles now or in the future? Would such a move be advisable? 

Further Reading 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) website is regularly updated with information germane to this topic: http://www.imf.org/external/index.htm 

Wikipedia offers excellent comparisons between the exchange rates: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reserve_currency 

Read Reem Heakal on Investopedia: http://www.investopedia.com/articles/03/051503.asp 
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"Do not forget that the Arab countries, starting with Algeria and Egypt, are the ones that have paid the heaviest toll because of Islamic terror." ~Omar Bongo, former President of Gabon

"Egypt has suffered more ordeals than the other countries to get where it is." ~Tahar Ben Jelloun, Moroccan poet and writer

"The attacks in Jordan, just like those before it in Indonesia, Egypt, Spain and the United States, demonstrate that terrorism does not discriminate by race, ethnicity or region. Instead, terrorists indiscriminately target those seeking to live a peaceful, loving and free life." ~Allyson Schwartz (D — Pennsylvania)

"We are like a woman with a difficult pregnancy. We have to rebuild the social classes in Egypt, and we must change the way things were." ~Naguib Mahfouz, Egyptian poet and novelist

"You can't make war in the Middle East without Egypt and you can't make peace without Syria." ~Henry Kissinger, former Secretary of State

Bilateral relations XE "Bilateral relations"  between Egypt and the U.S. have deteriorated in recent years. According to the administration of President Bush, one of the primary reasons for the cooling relationship has been Egypt's half-hearted embrace of democratic governance XE "democratic governance" . Though Egypt purports to be a democracy, the regime of Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak has routinely jailed political opponents, held widely disputed elections and cracked down on ordinary citizens attempting to exercise free speech. Due to the Egyptian government's authoritarian tendencies—as well as the police's rumored use of excessive force and the country's alleged arms smuggling—Egypt has been the subject of mounting U.S. Criticism. To pressure Egypt into implementing domestic political reforms, many members of the U.S. Congress have controversially proposed that punitive measures be taken against the country. In June 2007, U.S. lawmakers suggested that the federal government withhold $200 million in key military aid to Egypt during the coming year in order to force Mubarak to democratize his country. According to the congressional plan, which must obtain House and Senate approval if it is to be enacted in late 2007, the $200 million could be released eventually to the Egyptian government if the U.S. is satisfied with Egypt's reform efforts.

For many years, Egypt has been the second-largest recipient of U.S. foreign aid XE "foreign aid" . (Israel, another key U.S. ally in the Middle East, has ranked first.) Of the roughly $1.7 billion in aid that Egypt has been allocated––for the 2007 fiscal year (October 2006 to September 2007)––roughly $400 million was designated for economic assistance XE "economic assistance" , while $1.3 billion was earmarked for military assistance XE "military assistance" . The military aid –– of great importance to Egypt as it fights alongside the U.S. in the war on terrorism (a campaign declared in the aftermath of September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks against the U.S.) — pays for military equipment as well as the training of Egyptian military personnel. By freezing $200 million worth of Egypt's military aid – roughly 15% of its annual military funding from the U.S. — the U.S. government is walking a fine line, analysts say. On the one hand, they contend, Congress wants to send a firm message to the Egyptian government that it will not tolerate Egypt's continued disregard for both human rights XE "human rights"  and democratic values. On the other hand, analysts assert, the U.S. does not want to withhold too much military aid, because doing so could hinder the Egyptian military's ability to assist the U.S. in its ongoing fight against terrorism XE "terrorism"  in the region.

The threatened suspension of military aid to Egypt has roiled the foreign-policy establishments of both countries, and bilateral tensions have increased noticeably. As American and Egyptian officials have examined U.S.-Egypt aid policy in recent months, a number of tough questions have surfaced.
 

Supporters of withholding aid to Egypt assert that since the early 1980s, the Egyptian government has routinely suppressed internal attempts to democratize the country's political process. By jailing political dissidents, restricting free speech and rigging elections—among other things—the Egyptian government has demonstrated its disdain for open political expression, proponents of withholding aid charge. While such activities may have been tolerated in the past, they say, the U.S. should no longer unconditionally support Egypt—particularly at a time when the Bush administration is working vigorously to promote democracy in the Middle East as part of its war on terrorism. Suspending a portion of U.S. military aid to Egypt represents an intelligent means of sparking political reforms there, supporters assert. Since the U.S. would still be providing Egypt with more than $1 billion in military assistance, the country would remain capable of supporting U.S. military operations in the region, they say. But, at the same time, freezing $200 million in aid would force the Egyptian government to recognize the extent to which Egypt depends on U.S. aid for maintaining a powerful military, proponents contend. If the U.S. can successfully pressure Egypt to democratize, they maintain, representative governance could gain a strategically important foothold in the Middle East.

Meanwhile, critics of withholding aid assert that the U.S. must tread carefully in its relationship with Egypt. They say that Egypt has promoted U.S. economic and military interests in the Middle East for decades, while simultaneously coexisting peacefully with Israel. If U.S. lawmakers anger the Egyptian government by suspending financial assistance, the U.S. could permanently damage its alliance with Egypt, a country whose continued partnership with the U.S. is crucial to successfully fighting global terrorism, critics warn. Many opponents of withholding aid insist that the U.S. should not seek to intervene in Egypt's domestic politics. Though they concede that Mubarak's regime is authoritarian, critics maintain that Congress would be misguided if it withheld aid as a means to spark domestic reforms in Egypt. Instead of implementing punitive measures against Egypt, it would be more appropriate for U.S. lawmakers to vent their frustration with the Mubarak regime through diplomatic channels XE "diplomatic channels" , some critics say.

Until the late 1970s, the U.S. had one major ally in the Middle East XE "Middle East"  – Israel. The very existence of that nation – created in the aftermath of World War II as a homeland for displaced Jews – angered neighboring Arab states because of its location in the heart of the Middle East. Following the Six Day War in 1967 XE "Six Day War in 1967" , in which Israel asserted its military dominance over Egypt, Jordan and Syria, Arab resentment toward Israel increased significantly. Anti-American sentiment also became more widespread in the Arab world at that time, since the U.S. government was a staunch military supporter of Israel. In 1973, Egypt and Syria, in an effort to reclaim some of the territory they had lost to Israel during the Six Day War, launched a military invasion of that country. The so-called Yom Kippur War XE "Yom Kippur War"  with Israel did not result in an Israeli defeat or meaningfully change the geopolitical balance in the Middle East in the long run. However, the armed conflict did restore Egypt's military confidence.

In the wake of the war, Egyptian President Anwar Sadat liberalized his country's economy, opening Egypt to foreign investment and developing close business ties with Western nations, such as the U.S. Sadat's business policies were viewed skeptically by many of Egypt's neighbors, who tended to be economically conservative and distrustful of Western companies. In the late 1970s, Sadat further broke ranks with his neighbors by making Egypt the first Arab state to officially recognize Israel. After signing the U.S.-brokered Camp David Accords in 1978, Egypt and Israel signed a historic peace treaty the following year. The normalization of relations between those two countries subsequently allowed U.S.-Egypt relations to warm significantly. Many Arab governments viewed Egypt with deep suspicion, and some became outwardly hostile to the Sadat regime. They denounced Sadat for legitimizing the presence of Israel in the Middle East, and Egypt's membership in the Arab League—an economic and political organization composed primarily of Arab nation states—was suspended. Within Egypt — a predominantly Muslim XE "Muslim"  country – hostility toward Sadat also increased, particularly among Islamic radical groups. In 1981, just two and a half years after Israel and Egypt made peace, Sadat was assassinated by members of an Egyptian Muslim extremist organization. At the time, political observers speculated that Sadat's dealings with Israel and his recent jailings of political dissidents were the primary motives for his killing.

In the wake of the Sadat assassination, which deeply shocked Egypt and the entire international community, Egyptian Vice President Hosni Mubarak assumed power. In order to rein in the Islamic militias in his country, Mubarak quickly enacted an "Emergency Law XE "Emergency Law" ," which empowered the government to detain citizens indefinitely without bringing them to trial.

Throughout the 1980s, Mubarak implemented a wide array of pro-Western economic reforms of the sort initiated by his predecessor. Politically, however, the country stagnated; government forces routinely stifled opposition to Mubarak’s regime. Nevertheless, the U.S. quietly supported its new Middle Eastern ally with economic and military aid. In 1989, Egypt's Arab neighbors finally pardoned the country for its peace overtures toward Israel, and Egypt was formally readmitted to the Arab League. Soon thereafter, Egypt emerged as a major player in regional political affairs, helping to mediate conflicts between the Israelis and Palestinians. In the 1990s, Mubarak was reelected twice via a national referendum, and during that time, he strengthened his grip on political power. Perpetuating the state of emergency imposed in the early 1980s, Mubarak's government continued to jail members of radical Muslim factions and many political dissidents. Mubarak's strong-arm rule eventually drew the attention of both domestic and international human rights groups, which alleged that state-approved torture was common in Egyptian prisons.

Egyptian police in many parts of the country also routinely utilized force to disperse political demonstrations throughout the decade. But though Mubarak's hard-line tactics for dealing with opposition to his regime were divisive, major international powers, such as the U.S., did little to signal their opposition, aside from register an occasional quiet diplomatic protest.

 Following the September 2001 terrorist attacks against the U.S., which were perpetrated by Islamic fundamentalists from the Middle East, the U.S. government immediately tightened its ties with Egypt. The Bush administration, aware of Mubarak's decades-long effort to quell Islamic fundamentalism within Egypt's own borders, recognized Egypt as a country that would likely be willing to partner with the U.S. in combating terrorism in the region. After Egypt announced its intentions to fight alongside the U.S. in the war on terrorism, the U.S. substantially increased its military aid to Egypt.

Despite Egypt's cooperation with the U.S. in the early years of the U.S.-led campaign against terrorism, rifts between the two countries began to emerge. As the war effort evolved, the Bush administration made it clear to its allies that in addition to combating terrorism, the U.S. was seeking to promote representative governance in regions of the world where democracy had not yet taken root, such as the Middle East. Doing so, U.S. government officials speculated, could economically and politically empower marginalized citizens who might otherwise gravitate toward extremist groups as an outlet for their frustration with poverty and lack of political representation. The Mubarak government XE "Mubarak government" , with its well-documented antidemocratic activities, existed in stark opposition to the Bush administration's stated objectives. In 2002, the U.S. government decided it could no longer overlook such a contradiction even in light of Egypt's military contributions to the war on terrorism.

The U.S. began to formally protest, starting with a State Department XE "State Department"  report declaring that the Egyptian government was unfairly restricting freedom of the press as well as preventing political activists from assembling in public to voice their views. The Bush administration also registered its concern over the imprisonment of Saad Eddin Ibrahim, a prominent Egyptian sociologist and outspoken supporter of democratic reform who had been jailed in 2000 after charges were levied against him that were widely viewed as bogus. The Bush administration viewed Ibrahim's imprisonment as indicative of larger problems in Egypt's largely authoritarian political system. In August 2002, the U.S. announced its annual cumulative economic and military aid to Egypt would remain frozen at $2 billion. Though Mubarak had requested a $130 million increase, U.S. government officials informed Egypt that additional funding would not be granted because of U.S. displeasure with the country's treatment of Ibrahim. The Bush administration's concern with Egypt's internal affairs attracted a fair amount of international media attention, since the U.S. did not customarily comment on the domestic politics of its allies. To limit the damage from its public chastising of the Mubarak regime, the U.S. later made it clear that it recognized the importance of continued Egyptian participation in the war on terrorism. Egypt remains "a very close friend, a strategic partner and an important ally of the U.S.," declared deputy State Department spokesman Philip Reeker. "Our relationship with Egypt remains strong," he added.

Still, despite the U.S.'s refusal to meet Mubarak's request for increased aid, some political observers said that the U.S. government was not dealing with Egypt's ruling regime harshly enough. They questioned whether withholding $130 million in financial assistance would have any impact on the Egyptian government. If the U.S. really wanted to send a message to Mubarak that Egypt had to change its ways, some wondered, why was the U.S. still supplying the country with a massive $2 billion aid package? During the next few years, homegrown democratic demonstrations took place in Egypt, after decades of political repression. Protesters demanded greater transparency in national parliamentary elections and an end to police abuse, among other reforms. While such protests were sometimes forcefully broken up by state police, the government did eventually heed protesters' requests for reform, taking what the U.S. viewed as promising steps toward democratic rule in 2005.

In mid-2007, many U.S. lawmakers finally decided it would be appropriate to take punitive measures against Egypt. As the House Appropriations Committee XE "House Appropriations Committee"  deliberated how to allocate roughly $34 billion in foreign aid for fiscal year 2008 in the federal budget, many members of Congress declared their support for temporarily suspending $200 million of the $1.3 billion in military aid reserved for Egypt, in hopes of sending a message to Mubarak. But after the House tentatively approved the freeze on the aid money, some U.S. lawmakers voiced skepticism, questioning whether it was wise for the U.S. government to handicap one of its closest military allies during a critical stage of the war on terrorism.

Many supporters of temporarily suspending aid contend that withholding military funding is the most effective means of pressuring Egypt to implement much-needed domestic reforms. Since Egypt depends heavily on the U.S. for both military equipment and training, they say, suspending roughly 15% of its annual aid will have an immediate impact on Egypt and make it clear that the U.S. does not approve of the government's antidemocratic actions. "The $200 million cut is substantial," asserts Representative James Moran (D – Virginia). "Our ally is not upholding the principles that define us." Although proponents recognize that Egypt is an important military ally of the U.S., they insist that the Egyptian government's widespread human rights abuses, tolerance for arms smuggling and authoritarian tendencies can no longer be endured. Many backers insist that the U.S. is justified in intervening in Egypt's internal affairs to promote democratic rule. They say that such interventions can help bring down authoritarian regimes that have ruled poorly and have stubbornly clung to power—such as Mubarak's government. By encouraging democratization, the U.S. government "is speaking to a set of core values and principles that the United States holds, but that we believe are universal principles," Rice asserts. "Human dignity...comes from democratic values," she adds.

Some Egyptians say that the U.S. is right to pressure Mubarak's government into making domestic changes. If Egypt does not reform its current political system, which effectively stamps out all traces of legitimate political opposition XE "legitimate political opposition" , civil unrest could intensify greatly in the coming years, they assert. "Societies that restrict the space for citizens to participate and express dissent will eventually spawn a twisted, angry and lethal response," warns Ibrahim, the embattled democratic activist. For other supporters of suspending Egyptian military aid, Egypt's unwillingness to curb arms smuggling along the Gaza border warrants punishment in and of itself. Since the U.S. is a strong ally of Israel, U.S. lawmakers have a vested interest in limiting the number of weapons in the Palestinian territories, they assert. In their view, Egypt's complacency with regard to weapons trafficking is a contributing factor to elevated hostilities between the Israelis and Palestinians.

In 2007, 32 U.S. senators sent a letter to Rice, declaring that the U.S. must punish Egypt for its indirect role in heightening armed conflict in and around the Gaza Strip. "As violence escalates and more and more people take up arms in Gaza, this is a critical moment for us to stop weapons from being smuggled into the area and rockets being fired at Israel," the letter read. "Doing nothing would only help increase the violence and killing," it continued. Finally, many proponents insist that withholding a relatively small amount of military funding to Egypt will not permanently damage U.S.-Egypt relations. Since the two countries have a lengthy history of economic and military cooperation, backers assert, temporary disagreements such as the current fight over democratic reforms will not likely cause irreparable damage to bilateral ties. Also, they say, since the U.S. is still providing Egypt with more than $1 billion in military assistance for the 2008 fiscal year, the Egyptian military will be more than able to fulfill its continuing security obligations during the war on terrorism.

Opponents of withholding military funding to Egypt say that suspending aid—even temporarily—could chill relations between the two countries for some time. Such a downturn in relations could be dangerous at the moment because of Egypt's pivotal role in supporting the U.S. military in the Middle East, they say. In the view of former Representative Jim Kolbe (R – Arizona), who headed the House foreign aid subcommittee in the earlier years of the Bush administration, Egypt is a strategic partner XE "strategic partner"  that must continue to receive the full support of Congress. If the U.S. suspends assistance, he warns, Egypt would likely petition other countries—such as China––for military aid, thus weakening U.S.-Egypt military ties. Many critics argue that the U.S. is unjustified in using aid money as a tool to pressure other countries to implement domestic political reforms. Egyptian Foreign Minister Ahmed Aboul Gheit, for instance, says he finds it "unacceptable" that the Bush administration is, in his opinion, essentially blackmailing Egypt in order to promote democracy within his country. Critics such as Gheit note that a $200 million funding shortfall during the coming year would be a small price to pay if it meant that the U.S. government could be kept out of Egypt's internal affairs.

In particular, many Egyptian critics of suspending U.S. aid say they are offended by the Bush administration's continuing calls for Egypt to reform its judicial system. Those opponents assert that since Egypt does not meddle in the governmental affairs of other countries, neither should the U.S. "We don't want to open a Pandora's box by criticizing the legal system of other countries," remarks Mohamed El-Zorkany, an official at the Egyptian Embassy in Washington, D.C. El-Zorkany, who maintains that the Mubarak government does not manipulate the Egyptian court system, adds that his country "does not accept anybody meddling in our affairs."

Many critics acknowledge that the Mubarak government does have significant problems that must eventually be addressed. However, they contend that demands for political change must come from the Egyptian people, not the U.S. government. Even if democracy does eventually blossom in Egypt, many opponents assert, it might not produce pro-U.S. regimes. Indeed, they say, since the Egyptian population is overwhelmingly Muslim, open elections could result in the formation of a faith-based government critical of ongoing U.S. military campaigns in the Islamic world. "Secularism has no future here," remarks one anonymous Egyptian journalist, a recent college graduate. "Secularism is a product of the West. The nightmare for the West is that they advocate democracy and then they find that these countries elect Islamic governments." Under the current political system, however, such an outcome is impossible, opponents say, because Mubarak has prohibited the formation of religion-based political parties ever since he came to power.

Some members of Congress have expressed optimism that the Egyptian government will implement some of the U.S.'s suggested reforms prior to the fall, allowing Congress to restore full military funding to Egypt before the federal government's foreign aid bill receives official ratification. While some observers view the funding freeze as a temporary aberration, others say it could ultimately lead to a wholesale restructuring of U.S. financial assistance to Egypt. Since both countries have discussed potentially reshaping U.S.-Egypt foreign aid policy, it is possible that the current fight between the two countries could precipitate an early start to those talks. If so, officials from both governments will likely share their concerns with one another in person, rather than using speeches and media outlets to vent their frustrations thousands of miles apart. In the meantime, democratization in Egypt continues to lurch forward, observers say. The process is likely to be slow, they predict, because Mubarak's regime would otherwise be in danger of swiftly collapsing. "Mubarak fears that if he widens the margins of democracy things will happen," remarks Essam al-Eryam, a leader in the Muslim Brotherhood, one of Egypt's few opposition political groups. "There will be democracy here, sooner or later. It requires patience." The nagging question on the minds of many reform-minded Egyptians these days is whether the emergence of democratic rule in Egypt will be hastened or delayed by continued U.S. pressure.
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Questions for Thought

Should the U.S. withhold key military aid to Egypt—a major U.S. ally in the Middle East—until its government curbs human rights abuses and enacts a series of domestic reforms? Or is it wrong for the U.S. to use foreign aid as a tool to meddle in the internal affairs of another country?

In general, do you think the U.S. government should use its foreign aid as a tool to influence the domestic affairs of another country? Why or why not?

Would Congress be justified in withholding some military assistance to Egypt if the aid suspension eventually resulted in greater democratization of Egypt?

Aside from freezing military assistance, how else might the U.S. government go about criticizing Egypt's authoritarian-leaning government? For example, should the U.S. suspend diplomatic relations with Egypt, or announce a boycott of Egyptian-made products? Are there any nonpunitive actions that could be taken against Egypt to encourage the country to implement political reforms?

Is the U.S. justified in forming alliances with foreign governments that have well-documented histories of human rights abuses? Should the domestic affairs of another nation be of any importance to the U.S. if that nation promotes U.S. interests in its region of the world?

Topic Questions

Is the U.S. justified in attempting to influence Egypt's internal affairs? 

Is withholding financial assistance to Egypt detrimental to U.S. Interests? 

Should the United States rely on Egypt as an ally in the War on Terror?
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 “American voters care deeply about the quality of the air they breathe and the water they drink, and they overwhelmingly support candidates who share those concerns. Voters not only favor candidates who support stronger environmental protections and enforcement, but they are also much more likely to oppose candidates who would turn back protections for our air, water and open space.” ~Deb Callahan, president of North Star Strategy, a political consulting firm

“We're not anti-development. I just want to make sure we have development that's going to add to the right environment downtown. We don't want to be walled in. We don't want to have 60-story, 600-foot condos surrounding our neighborhood to the point where we don't get light and fresh air and the quality of life we've been working hard to establish.” ~JoNell Thomas

“To congratulate oneself on one's warm commitment to the environment, or to peace, or to the oppressed, and think no more is a profound moral fault” ~Robert Conquest, British historian

“I love the environment, but I'm cheap on the environment.” ~Newt Gingrich, former Speaker of the House of Representatives

According to many regulators, one of the most enduring problems resulting from global industrialization XE "global industrialization"  has been widespread air pollution XE "air pollution" . Today, millions of urban residents around the world are all too familiar with the bands of soot and smog that frequently shroud metropolitan areas during summer months. In cities such as Los Angeles and Mexico City, air pollution is so dense at times that breathing outdoor air becomes dangerous and residents are advised to remain in their homes.

Air pollution is caused chiefly by chemical emissions from motor vehicles, industries and certain businesses. According to the American Enterprise Institute, the safety of the air in many urban and industrial areas has improved markedly since the passage in 1970 of the Clean Air Act (revised in 1977 and 1990), which sets guidelines for reducing the nation's air pollution and other environmental measures enacted by the Bush Administration. In accordance with the act, many businesses have reduced their overall chemical emissions XE "chemical emissions" , and motor vehicles have been designed to burn fuel more efficiently than in the past. As a result, emissions of harmful pollutants have dropped to about 1.5 billion tons annually from almost twice that in the 1970s.

However, according to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) XE "Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)" , 64 million Americans still live in regions plagued by unhealthy levels of ground-level ozone, the primary ingredient in smog. The EPA estimates that about 3,000 U.S. cancer deaths a year can be blamed on air pollutants, while about 61,000 more Americans die annually of lung damage and breathing problems caused or exacerbated by air pollution. These deaths – and the uncounted millions of non-fatal illnesses thought to be caused by air pollution—can and should be prevented through stricter regulations on polluters, officials say.

As a result, in June 1997 the EPA finalized tough new restrictions that require businesses to curb emissions of harmful air pollutants that form smog and soot. President Clinton and members of his administration have lauded the new regulations as a way to ensure the health of the nation's children. "As a result of this plan, 138 million Americans living in the eastern U.S. will breathe cleaner air," according to EPA Administrator Carol Browner.

Support for the regulations has been far from unanimous, however. Opponents argue that the regulations unduly burden U.S. businesses, which are already struggling to meet the older EPA standards set by the Clean Air Act XE "Clean Air Act" . The cost of lowering emissions levels even further, opponents say, will cause many industries – especially smaller businesses – to go bankrupt. That, they contend, will harm the economy, resulting in lower incomes and higher unemployment. Meanwhile, the methodology of the EPA's plans, announced in September 1998, has sparked considerable outcry from political leaders in heavily industrial states, such as Ohio, West Virginia, Michigan and Tennessee. Under the new regulations, those states, among others in the South and Midwest, are required to reduce their chemical emissions by a much greater proportion than are states in the Northeast. EPA officials have explained that smog and soot produced in inland industrial states drift north and east across state lines where they exacerbate already heavy pollution along the northeast coast. Because pollution from heavily industrialized states affects the health of people in other regions, officials say, heavily industrial states must take greater responsibility for reducing emissions sharply. Leaders of the affected states, however, have challenged the logic and fairness of the EPA's plan. They say that northeastern states themselves are to blame for most of the pollution in the Northeast.

Although smog and soot are often used as general terms for any type of urban air pollution, they have distinct definitions in environmental science. Smog XE "Smog"  is formed when pollutants known as nitrogen oxides (NOx) XE "nitrogen oxides (NOx)"  and volatile organic compounds (VOCs) XE "volatile organic compounds (VOCs)"  rise into the air and are heated by sunlight. The heated chemicals turn into gases called oxidants XE "oxidants" , which comprise smog. Ozone is the predominant type of oxidant in smog. Although a layer of ozone in the Earth's upper atmosphere helps protect people from harmful rays of the sun, ozone at lower atmospheric levels can cause numerous health problems. Hence, helpful stratospheric ozone XE "stratospheric ozone"  is distinct from ground-level ozone XE "ground-level ozone" , which causes smog. Smog is most common in urban areas because both NOx and VOCs are found in large quantities in car exhaust and in smoke from industry and power plants, which are heavily concentrated in cities. Soot, on the other hand, is made up of microscopic particles of dust and smoke known as particulate matter. The largest source of particulate matter is industrial plants, although agricultural activities such as plowing and burning fields also produce it in large quantities. The EPA recognizes several different varieties of particulate matter based on size; particles that measure 10 microns or more are known as PM-10, while particles of between 2.5 and 10 microns are known as PM-2.5 (a micron is one millionth of a meter, or .00004 of an inch; a human hair measures about 70 microns across). The EPA set regulations on PM-10 in the 1990 Clean Air Act, while PM-2.5 remained unregulated until June 1997.

Smog and soot can be exacerbated by a number of natural factors. For example, in the absence of wind, smog and soot may accumulate in the air for days, becoming thicker and thicker. A weather phenomenon known as a thermal inversion XE "thermal inversion"  can also worsen smog. In thermal inversions, a layer of cool air becomes trapped underneath a layer of warm air, making it impossible for pollution to disperse. Mountain ranges can also trap smog and soot. As a result, cities that are surrounded by high mountains, such as Denver, Colorado, can experience very severe pollution problems.

Today, the majority of pollution comes from the oldest, dirtiest cars. In fact, the dirtiest 10 percent of cars account for more than 50 percent of smog and carbon monoxide XE "carbon monoxide" , and the dirtiest one-third account for 80 percent. The Clean Air Act's requirements have sent emissions in the right direction, but Barack Obama's new plan to nationalize fuel efficiency standards for cars and trucks and a new tailpipe standard for CO2 emissions could slow the progress, says Robert Grady, a former trustee of the Environmental Defense Fund. The irony of Obama's proposals is that they may actually worsen emissions. By the White House's own calculation, the new rules, when combined with earlier proposed increases in Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) XE "Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE)"  standards, will increase the average price of a new car by $1,300. Grady says if you raise the price of new cars, people will buy fewer of them or put off the purchase while they drive the old clunker for a few thousand more miles. Fewer new cars mean more pollution, which can cause significant health problems. The costs associated with excessive emissions of air pollutants like fine particulates and smog are substantial, immediate and observable. The plan may also contribute to a significant increase in highway deaths as vehicles are required to quickly meet the new CAFE standard and will likely become lighter in weight as a result. None of this is intended to argue that Obama shouldn't be attacking the problem of climate change, says Grady. Indeed, some in Congress are proposing to cap carbon emissions XE "cap carbon emissions"  and allow carbon credits to be traded, while others are proposing an increase in gasoline or carbon taxes. Both of these approaches have their merits, although, in order not to damage the ailing economy, any increases in gasoline or carbon taxes should be matched by a cut of at least equal size in payroll taxes, concludes Grady.

Consumers already are starting to feel a modest pinch in their electric bills. The impact is expected to grow in the next few years as utilities accelerate their investments to meet state quotas requiring a portion of clean energy in their generation mix, says USA Today. The cost is one reason electric rates have been fairly stable as oil and natural gas prices have plunged. And until recently, clean energy didn't noticeably affect rates because it accounts for just 3 percent of U.S. power generation. That's changing as utilities scramble to meet state quotas. In Arizona, Tucson Electric Power has raised rates 4.5 percent, about $4 a month for an average customer, the past 2 years to fund new solar power to meet state quotas. In Oregon, Portland General Electric is seeking a 2.3 percent rate increase to raise the annual $41.3 million needed to fund construction of a big wind farm. In Texas, the prices Austin Energy pays for wind power have more than doubled because of strict state renewable quotas that drive up demand and high costs to deliver wind energy from West Texas. California has among the highest electric rates, partly because it requires 20 percent clean energy by 2010, and with the most accessible green power tapped, Southern California Edison is spending $2 billion to build lines to deliver wind energy from remote areas. Even though renewable energy is deemed a bargain, wind power is 30 percent more costly than natural-gas-fired energy. But, green energy is still widely supported to fight global warming. High fossil fuel prices or an anticipated cap on power plant carbon emissions could make clean energy competitive with conventional electricity.

The financial meltdown has led many to blame the problem on market failure and to jump on the regulatory bandwagon. Despite the evidence that property rights and markets help the private sector improve environmental quality, three forces are likely to work against "free market environmentalism," says Terry Anderson of the Property and Environment Research Center. First, Anderson argues, reduced wealth and incomes resulting from the global economic downturn will lower the demand for many goods, and the environment will be no exception. Second, free market environmentalism XE "free market environmentalism"  is currently facing a rough road because the mother of all environmental problems – global warming XE "global warming"  – does not have easy market solutions. Third, Anderson says, the Obama administration is all about "change," especially change from the Bush administration. Though these three forces suggest rough seas for free market environmentalism, there are two good reasons not to abandon the market ship, says Anderson. First, government resources for regulation XE "regulation"  are going to be strapped in the current regulatory environment; subsidies XE "subsidies"  for everything from alternative energy to national parks are not likely to get top billing, and environmental regulatory bureaucracies are not likely to grow. Second, free market environmentalism has a proven track record of getting the incentives right. For example, between 1998 and 2007, more than a thousand water market transactions were implemented to increase stream flows in the western United States; with fewer than 90 transactions, California and Idaho have restored more than 3.4 million acre-feet to streams and rivers. Furthermore, environmental entrepreneurs are finding ways to make the environment an asset to be husbanded by private owners. Now is not the time to stifle entrepreneurship by shifting back to command-and-control environmental regulations.

For political and practical reasons, environmental regulations sometimes treat point-source polluters, such as power plants, differently from mobile-source polluters, such as vehicles. The National Bureau of Economic Research analyzes this regulatory asymmetry in the case of NOx, the air pollutant that has proven to be the most resistant to regulatory control in the United States. Researchers note that large-scale, market-based air pollution regulations – such as the Acid Rain Program and the NOx Budget Program – have successfully taken advantage of significant gains from trade among large industrial point-sources of pollution. They estimate that the total compliance costs currently incurred are almost 10 percent (or nearly $2 billion) higher than the minimum costs required to achieve the combined reductions mandated by the two programs they studied.
 Moreover, they acknowledge that the cost inefficiency is slightly lower in percentage terms than estimates for intra-sector gains from the adoption of market-based policies. And there are several reasons why the estimates represent a lower bound on the productive inefficiencies present in regulating Nox. First, there is strong evidence to suggest that other mobile sources, such as on and off-road diesel, have lower marginal abatement costs than passenger vehicles. Also, their results are based on comparing a market-based program for power plants with a command-and-control standard XE "command-and-control standard"  for motor vehicles. This makes the estimates of the marginal cost of abating NOx emissions from vehicles an upper bound on the true marginal cost if a more market-based approach were adopted. Several of the proposed pieces of climate change legislation would have point and mobile sources of greenhouse gas emissions regulated under the same market-based regulatory program. Others have argued that the transportation sector, which accounts for 27 percent of total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions, should be regulated separately from large point sources. The authors' findings illustrate the potential for inefficiency when sectors and source types are regulated separately.

Environmentalists, public health officials and politicians in the Northeast laud the EPA's plan as an effective and fair means to reduce harmful air pollutants. They say ozone and PM-2.5 pose definite threats to the entire country's health and natural resources and that a national plan, rather than individual state plans, is therefore necessary. States must work together if the country's air pollution problem is ever to be fully solved, they say. Public health officials contend that pollutants such as ozone and PM-2.5 play a large role in initiating respiratory illness and cancer in thousands of Americans each year. They cite a report released in May 1996 by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) XE "Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)" , an environmental organization, that studied the effects of particulate matter on human health in major cities. The NRDC concluded that PM-2.5 presents a greater danger to the health of U.S. citizens than PM-10 does, since the smaller particles can be inhaled more deeply and therefore lodge permanently in the inner reaches of the lungs. The NRDC estimated that about 64,000 deaths per year could be attributed at least partially to the effects of PM-2.5.

Many air pollution-related deaths and illnesses will be prevented by the EPA's new standards, supporters say. John Garrison, chief executive of the American Lung Association, which studies lung disease in the U.S., has called the EPA's plan a "much-needed step to protect the lung health of every American, especially the millions of children, elderly and people with lung diseases, like asthma, who are most vulnerable to the effects of smog."
 In addition, some observers say the new standards will alleviate the damage that current air pollution levels inflict on farms and forests. Ozone, they point out, can increase trees' susceptibility to disease, leaving large swaths of forest decimated by blight. Nitrogen dioxide, a type of NOx, results in acid rain, which is causing irreparable damage to the ecosystems in northeastern U.S. and Canada, observers say. The quality and yield of farm crops, meanwhile, can be harmed by smog and soot. According to estimates by the EPA, pollution-related damage to crops costs farmers between $2 billion and $3 billion annually. Supporters of the EPA's plan contend that the cost to businesses of reducing their emissions will be more than offset by the money saved as a result of the long-term benefits to the environment and human health. The agency estimates that those benefits could amount to savings at between $58 billion and $121 billion by 2007. Furthermore, it estimates that the cost to businesses of reducing soot and smog to the new acceptable levels by that time will be no more than $7.5 billion. Even if the monetary benefits were not higher than the costs, the EPA says, the thousands of lives saved would make the new standards worthwhile.

Many economists have challenged the EPA's cost-benefit figures, however. They point out that anti-pollution measures such as converting to cleaner fuels and installing monitors are extremely expensive; machines called "scrubbers," which filter harmful chemicals in smoke produced by factories, cost about $1.3 million each. Accordingly, conservative analysts say, the EPA's plan will in fact cost businesses about $150 billion over the next 10 years, outweighing even the agency's own benefits estimate. These astronomical costs, analysts say, will prove devastating to the U.S. economy as a whole. Large companies will seek to balance the costs of compliance by downsizing their operations and laying off workers, while smaller businesses will likely be forced to close their doors altogether. Thousands of workers will lose their jobs, analysts warn, causing the unemployment rate to soar.

Republicans have called the new regulations unrealistic. They say the EPA requirements are so strict that people will eventually have to cease mowing their lawns and having outdoor barbecues, for example, since both activities involve fuel-burning equipment. "I am a conservationist," says Rep. Tom DeLay (R, Texas), "but I do not believe in being a Gestapo-type government imposing regulations on the American public." Farmers, too, will suffer unduly as a result of the reforms, critics contend, since many agricultural practices, such as plowing and burning fields, stir up particulate matter. (The EPA has denied that barbecues, lawn-mowing or farming will be regulated as a result of the reforms.)

Furthermore, critics say, even if the new levels were attained, there is little proof that public health XE "public health"  would benefit significantly as a result. Some conservatives accuse the EPA of citing only health studies that support what they term the agency's "regulatory agenda." In reality, they say, some studies have found that the health benefits of reducing PM-2.5 and ozone are uncertain, if not nonexistent. Philip Bromberg, director of the Center for Environmental Medicine and Lung Biology at the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill, says that while a number of studies have demonstrated a link between poor respiratory health and PM-2.5, scientists are still unsure of exactly how the particles make people ill. No laboratory animal exposed to particulate matter, he says, has ever died as a result. Some researchers contend that it is not the particles themselves but tiny acids that attach to them that cause health problems. Because many questions remain about the health effects of PM-2.5, Bromberg says the science behind the EPA's new restrictions is "defensible but also attackable." Opponents say more research should have been conducted before the restrictions were imposed. Critics say ground-level ozone is not purely harmful, and in limited quantities may even be beneficial for human health. In an editorial in the Wall Street Journal, economists Wendy Gramm and Susan Dudley argue that ground-level ozone screens harmful ultraviolet rays from the sun just as stratospheric ozone does. Therefore, they argue, ground-level ozone can help prevent certain types of skin cancer and cataracts. "[The EPA] explicitly ignores information on the offsetting health benefits caused by the effect of ozone on ultraviolet radiation," Gramm and Dudley write. "It appears that these benefits could dwarf the benefits the EPA attributes to the proposed ground-level ozone standard."

Key Terms

Air pollution

Cap carbon emissions 

Carbon monoxide

Chemical emissions

Clean Air Act

Command-and-control standard

Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE)

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

Free market environmentalism 

Global industrialization

Global warming

Ground-level ozone

Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)

Nitrogen oxides (NOx)

Oxidants

Public health

Regulation

Smog

Stratospheric ozone

Subsidies

Thermal inversion

Volatile organic compounds (VOCs)

Questions for Thought

How do the EPA's regulations balance concern for industry and concern for the environment? Will economic growth be stunted as a result of efforts to reduce pollution? Is this stunting justified? Are there ways to reduce pollution that do not hobble the economy?

How effective do you think the EPA's emission control strategies have been to date? What would you do differently if you were in charge?

Do you know anyone who has been affected by respiratory illness? Do you wish the environment where you live were less polluted?

Sample Topic Questions

Is Cap N' Trade the solution to the United State's emission woes?

Can ozone depletion be stopped without international help?

Should CAFE standards be loosened?

Further Research

The Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory has an informative page on air pollution here: http://www.lbl.gov/Education/ELSI/pollution-main.html 

Check out the EPA's pollution prevention page: http://www.epa.gov/p2/ 

This site maintained by the North Central Texas Council of Governments is very easy to follow: http://www.nctcog.org/trans/air/ozone/sources.asp 

Wikipedia has a great entry on CAFE standards: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_Average_Fuel_Economy 
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 “The strategic partnership between China and the European Union is of immense importance, not just in terms of trade and the economy, but also in terms of our cooperation in all the major political issues the world faces." ~Hu Jintao, Chinese premier

“The U.S. State Department would do well to remember that it answers to the president of the United States, not the European Union." ~Tom Delay, politician

 “There is a choice. There is no excuse for giving up on Britain. We are surrendering to the European Union our ability to run our own affairs.” ~William Hague, British Member of Parliament

"After saying yes to Turkey, the EU is having difficulty finding clear and consistent grounds for saying no to other, still more remote candidates - but being in the general vicinity of Europe does seem to be a continuing requirement." ~Timothy Garton Ash, author

"It is a mystery why any Americans would support the concept of the EU." ~Phyllis Schlafly, founder and President of Eagle Forum

"More than 50% of significant new regulations that impact on business in the UK now emanate from the EU." ~John Hutton, British politician

"Of course, the EU is not going to fall apart, but at best it will stagnate for the foreseeable future and we will be dealing with quite a lot of internal chaos." ~Peter Mandelson, British politician

The European Union (EU) is an international association dedicated to fostering economic, political and social ties among its 27 member countries. With a combined population of nearly half a billion, and a total gross domestic product of $16.37 trillion in 2007, the members of the EU can exert tremendous influence on the global stage when acting in concert. Indeed, one of the central purposes of the EU is to give the continent of Europe, as a whole, a more cohesive and powerful voice in world affairs. Although the EU is often described as a mainly economic association, the organization is much more complex than the typical trade group. In fact, the EU boasts executive, legislative and judicial organizations that resemble the government structures of many democratic countries. The union also has its own flag and anthem, and many members use a common currency, the euro. Because the EU has such a sophisticated, tight-knit structure, it is arguably closer to being a true political federation XE "political federation"  than a trade group XE "trade group" .

Many observers credit the EU with suppressing conflict in Europe (and beyond) and encouraging cooperation among its members. However, detractors contend that the EU is an oppressive, bloated bureaucracy XE "bureaucracy"  that threatens the individuality and independence of its member countries. A heated debate has therefore arisen over the EU's organization, and what roles it should take in both European and world affairs. That debate has taken on fresh urgency in recent years, as European political leaders have sought to reform the union into a tighter, more dynamic association. In 2004, for instance, leaders proposed an EU constitution XE "EU constitution"  that would have restructured many of the union's institutions and strengthened bonds between member countries. But the constitution was rejected in 2005 by voters in France and the Netherlands, in part due to concerns that strengthening the EU would, in turn, curb the freedoms of its individual member states.

After the constitution was scrapped, European leaders started drafting a new plan for EU reform. In December 2007, they approved an alternative document, the Treaty of Lisbon XE "Treaty of Lisbon"  (named after the Portuguese capital where negotiations were finalized). Like the rejected constitution, the Treaty of Lisbon sought to streamline the EU's operations and make it a more active force in world affairs, but EU leaders stressed that the treaty was shorter and less ambitious than its controversial predecessor.

Nevertheless, the Treaty of Lisbon has met with stiff resistance from critics who assert that it is nothing more than a thinly disguised version of the rejected constitution. According to opponents, the treaty will transform the EU into an antidemocratic entity that will completely overshadow its own individual members. However, advocates of the Treaty of Lisbon take a totally opposite view, asserting that the treaty will make the EU a more democratic and productive alliance. Before the Treaty of Lisbon can take effect, it must be ratified XE "ratified"  by all 27 EU members. According to some analysts, the Treaty of Lisbon is likely to succeed where the constitution failed, and become the basis for a reformed EU. But its opponents in any one of the countries that has yet to vote can still defeat the treaty.

Critics of EU reform, and the Treaty of Lisbon in particular, argue that the union has evolved into a wasteful bureaucracy that imposes common policies on all of its members – even in areas where some members disagree. Member countries should strive to retain their independence and distinct character by rejecting the treaty and other efforts to expand the EU's influence, opponents contend. The EU should remain what it was initially conceived to be, an economic alliance, and should not try to extend undue influence over the political and social affairs of its members, critics add.

Advocates of EU reform, on the other hand, assert that the Treaty of Lisbon will benefit all EU members by making the union more efficient and politically active. Far from being oppressive and antidemocratic, the EU respects diversity and democracy, supporters contend, adding that many of the treaty's provisions are designed to make the union more democratic – not less. Also, advocates claim that European countries need to work together within the framework of the EU in order to meet the most serious challenges of the 21st century, such as global climate change.

The current EU has a larger collective population and gross domestic product than the U.S., and is arguably an equal or even more important player on the world stage. However, many European leaders contend that the EU's current organizations are outdated, and need to be reformed in response to the recent massive influx of new members.

In October 2004, European leaders signed a draft constitution that was intended to streamline EU operations in response to the EU's rise in membership. In addition, the constitution sought to create a more distinct political identity XE "political identity"  for the EU—for example, by officially recognizing its flag and anthem—and it would also have established a new position for a foreign affairs representative who would have given the union a stronger diplomatic presence. In order to take effect, the constitution had to be ratified by every EU member. But while some members did approve the document, a majority of French and Dutch citizens voted against it during public referenda in 2005, thereby striking down the constitution and ending its chances of becoming the basis for a reformed EU.

Political analysts have pointed to many reasons why the constitution failed in France and the Netherlands. Both countries had somewhat unpopular governments at the time, and public discontent with their leadership might have factored into their voting against the constitution. Also, some French voters were concerned that the constitution would ease travel restrictions within the EU and permit mass immigration from poorer EU countries to richer ones—a development that they feared would hurt the local economy. Many Dutch voters, meanwhile, were worried that a strengthened EU might attempt to override the Netherlands' unusually liberal social and drug laws.

With the constitution defeated, EU leaders called for a period of reflection XE "period of reflection"  and began considering alternate plans for reform. In December 2007, they approved a seemingly less ambitious document, the Treaty of Lisbon. The treaty retained many elements of the rejected constitution but was much shorter overall, and it omitted references to official EU symbols such as the flag and anthem. The treaty still put forward a series of major reforms, however, including the following clauses:

 • The European Parliament – the EU legislature – would take a more active role in policy making, particularly in areas the Council of the European Union had formerly dominated that. (This was billed as a step toward making the EU more democratic, since the parliament was democratically elected while the council consisted of government officials who were not chosen by popular vote.)

 • The individual parliaments of EU member countries would be given a greater say in influencing (and potentially striking down) proposed EU legislation.

 • A citizens' initiative would be introduced, enabling the people of the EU to petition for new legislation if they so desire. (But petitions would require at least 1 million signatures, culled from several EU members, before they would be considered.)

 • The position of European Council president would be strengthened. Currently, the presidency rotates between various European leaders every six months, but under the Treaty of Lisbon the president's term would be extended to a maximum of five years. It is expected that presidents with longer terms would be more politically active and powerful, and freer to implement long-term policies.

 • A new EU office, the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, would be created. Presumably, the High Representative would function much like European foreign ministers or the U.S. secretary of state, and give the EU a more visible presence in international negotiations.

 • Voting policies in the Council of the European Union would be changed. Presently, the Council needs to secure the unanimous approval of all 27 member countries in order to implement many new proposals. Under the Treaty of Lisbon, certain proposals would need only a 55% majority of members (representing at least 65% of the total EU population) to approve proposals in certain areas, such as criminal law. However, unanimous approval would still be required to implement new policies in extremely sensitive areas such as defense and taxation.

 • The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights – which outlines human rights provisions that are already recognized in many, but not all, EU countries – would become legally binding on union institutions and members. 

 • Finally, the treaty stipulates that the EU has a duty to combat climate change and poverty throughout the world. It also foresees closer military cooperation among members.

Advocates maintain that the Treaty of Lisbon will make the EU more democratic by enhancing the roles of the democratically elected European Parliament XE "European Parliament"  and the national parliaments of member countries. Critics, however, take the opposite view that the treaty is antidemocratic, because it would grant more power to the European Council president XE "European Council president"  (who is not popularly elected, but is instead selected by the council members) and also enable the EU to approve new policies by a mere majority vote, without unanimous approval. 

The Treaty of Lisbon is therefore, in many respects, as controversial as the failed constitution that preceded it. And, like the constitution, the treaty will have to be ratified by all EU members before it can take effect. This time, however, most EU countries are avoiding holding public referenda on the treaty and are instead having their parliaments vote on the issue of ratification. But in at least one country – Ireland – a referendum will be held, and the treaty will risk being defeated in the same way the constitution was. Ireland's referendum will held on October 2, 2009; Europe anticipates impatiently.

Critics of EU reform argue that the Treaty of Lisbon would transform the union into a bloated bureaucracy with enough power to overshadow its individual members. The EU should remain a chiefly economic alliance, opponents of reform insist, and refrain from becoming too politically active and interfering in the affairs of its members. Critics also point out that many of the EU's chief officials are not democratically elected; therefore, they assert that the union is essentially antidemocratic, and should not be allowed to overrule the elected governments of its member countries. Washington Times columnist Paul Belien sums up anxieties about the Treaty of Lisbon as follows: "If the EU reform treaty is ratified, ancient nations such as England, France, Denmark and Hungary will lose their sovereignty. They will be absorbed by a United States of Europe." In Belien's view, such a change is extremely undesirable; he suggests that the union could evolve into a "totalitarian" state where individual members are subordinate to a massive EU administration with the ability to "unilaterally increase its own powers."

Other opponents have also charged that the EU is essentially a bullying organization that imposes its will upon member countries. "Many people in Britain regard the European Union as a bureaucratic monolithic monstrosity that duly interferes in the economic, social and political issues facing our nation," says Geraldine Smith, a British Member of Parliament affiliated with the Labour Party. (Indeed, the EU is particularly unpopular in Britain, where 28% of poll respondents consider membership to be a "bad thing"—significantly more than the EU average.) But in what ways, exactly, does the EU bully its own members? Critics point to the union's sometimes-strict economic policies as an example of bullying, and also to the proposed Charter of Fundamental Rights. On the surface, the charter seems benign because it is designed to define and protect human rights. But critics note that not all EU countries agree on certain rights issues, and condemn the charter as an example of the EU trying to impose a universal code of morality on a diverse group of countries.

For instance, the charter implies that same-sex marriage would be acceptable within the EU. But Poland, a largely Catholic country, does not acknowledge same-sex marriage. Therefore, according to Polish President Lech Kaczynski, the charter "may go against the universally accepted moral order in Poland and force our country to introduce an institution in conflict with the moral convictions of the decided majority of our country." While some observers have decried Kaczynski's comments as homophobic, others have acknowledged his general point that an EU charter should not be permitted to overrule established law in member countries.

Also, critics allege that the ratification process for the Treaty of Lisbon is antidemocratic. Whereas French and Dutch citizens were allowed to vote down the EU constitution in nationwide referenda, the treaty will be ratified in most cases by national parliaments, not popular votes. Critics complain that, in essence, the same politicians who drafted the treaty will pressure parliaments to approve it and the citizens of Europe will have little say in the matter. "All the member countries of the European Union... must be able to decide in a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty. It must not be imposed on us," asserts Hans Peter Aubauer, a professor at the University of Vienna in Austria. Although it might seem far-fetched to accuse the EU of being antidemocratic, critics maintain that EU leaders do, in fact, have a vested interest in circumventing democratic processes. Belien argues that "Europe's politicians are very eager to sell out their national sovereignty to the EU because the...EU governing bodies are either unelected (the commission) or unaccountable (the council)." In other words, Belien suggests that European leaders actually prefer the EU's antidemocratic aspects because, in the absence of proper democratic processes, they have the freedom to exercise political power without being held accountable for their actions.

In summation, critics argue that the EU is already borderline antidemocratic and will only become more overbearing if it is reformed according to the provisions of the Lisbon Treaty. It would be better if the EU remains a fairly loose association, opponents say, and does not evolve into an excessively powerful entity.

Advocates of EU reform maintain that the Treaty of Lisbon will make the union more efficient and, contrary to what critics say, more democratic. A reformed EU will be better positioned to manage its own affairs and take a positive, proactive role on the world stage, supporters add. As the EU's own Web site puts it, "The Treaty of Lisbon will define what the EU can and cannot do, and what means it can use. It will alter the structure of the EU's institutions and how they work. As a result, the EU will be more democratic and its core values will be better served."

Reform advocates note that EU membership has more than doubled since 1993, and argue that the union's existing institutions have become outdated in the face of such rapid expansion. "Today we have 27 EU member states. Common sense dictates that a larger organization needs to revise its rules so that decisions can be made more smoothly in order to advance the common good," writes Dermot Ahern, the Irish minister for foreign affairs, in the Irish Times. He asserts, "In essence, this treaty is about making the European Union work more effectively for the benefit of the people of Europe." One of the revisions that Ahern alludes to is the shift from requiring unanimous approval for certain new EU policies to requiring only majority approval. While critics argue that a majority-rule system is antidemocratic, advocates point out that most democratic systems run on the principle of majority rule. Almost no major decision can expect to meet with unanimous approval, advocates say, so expecting a 27-member association like the EU to continue employing a voting system that requires unanimity is simply unrealistic. Also, supporters emphasize that unanimous approval will still be required to implement new policies in highly sensitive areas such as defense. In addition, advocates maintain that the Treaty of Lisbon will enhance, not harm, the EU's democratic character. They stress that the treaty gives larger decision-making roles to both the elected European Parliament and the national parliaments of EU members. Critics are clearly exaggerating when they claim that the treaty will make the EU antidemocratic, supporters assert. "[T]he treaty taken as a whole does not amount to a significant transfer of power [from member countries] to the EU institutions," writes Leon Brittan, a former European Commissioner, in the Times of London. "If anything the balance of power will have shifted away from the [European] Commission towards the member states," he adds.

Furthermore, supporters dismiss concerns that the EU will undermine the individuality and national sovereignty XE "national sovereignty"  of its members. In fact, the EU actively encourages its members to retain their distinct cultural and political identities, advocates claim. Mark Corner, a lecturer in European Studies at Belgium's University of Leuven, cites the fact that the EU recognizes more than 20 languages as evidence that the union is respectful of the differences between its members. Corner writes, "[F]ar from being the 'one banana size fits all, one beer recipe fits all,' culturally degrading force it is made out to be, [the EU] actually stands for a real commitment to diversity." Corner also dismisses the harsh criticism of the EU that emanates from Great Britain, suggesting that "the EU has a more effective understanding of how to bring together nations large and small" than Britain does.

Finally, supporters contend that the EU urgently needs to streamline and strengthen its procedures so that it will be better equipped to solve worldwide problems. "The major challenges we face today are clearly global," writes Ahern, adding, "When it comes to matters like climate change, the availability of energy supplies, and the condition of the international economy, how can we have an effective influence in today's world by acting alone?" Ahern and other EU supporters insist that European countries are more effective at solving problems and creating economic growth when they act together within the EU framework, rather than acting separately. The EU and the Treaty of Lisbon are nothing to be afraid of, advocates add; in fact, a reformed EU would be a wholly democratic and positive presence on the world stage, they conclude.

European leaders hope that every EU member will ratify the Treaty of Lisbon this year, so it can come into force in 2009. (But the treaty's most ambitious reforms would take several more years to implement—for example, the change to majority voting in certain policy areas would not be phased in until 2014.) If the treaty is rejected by even a single EU member, however, European leaders might be forced to devise yet another plan for EU reform or abandon the idea of major reform altogether. The current controversy over the Treaty of Lisbon reflects the broader, older dispute over how the EU should be organized and what roles it should play. According to some observers, the EU has thus far failed to reach its potential because it is too internally divided and loosely structured. "Were they alive today, the original designers of the EU would probably have been disappointed," says Charles Kupchan, a professor of international relations at Georgetown University, who suggests that the union's founders would have preferred a closer European alliance akin to "a United States of Europe." But to many Europeans, the notion of a "United States of Europe" is offensive and unthinkable; in their view, it would be preferable for the EU to remain a loose alliance of countries that retain their distinct national identities.
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Questions for Thought

Does the proposed Treaty of Lisbon threaten to turn the European Union into an oppressive bureaucracy? Or does the treaty promise to reform the EU into a more democratic, dynamic entity?

Given the choice, would you vote in favor of the European Union's proposed Treaty of Lisbon, or would you try to strike it down? Explain your reasoning.

Do you think the EU should be reformed into a more politically active entity, or should it remain a primarily economic association? Why do you feel as you do?

What do you think of the EU's Charter of Fundamental Rights? Do you mostly approve of it because it outlines important human rights, or do you mostly disapprove of it because it would impose a universal system of morality on all EU member states?

Do you agree with the criticism that the EU is fundamentally antidemocratic, or do you think that such concerns are exaggerated? Explain your reasoning.

Is the EU a positive force, or an interfering bureaucracy? And should EU members approve the Treaty of Lisbon in order to make the union a stronger alliance, or reject it and retain a greater degree of independence from each other?

Is the treaty a solid basis for EU reform that all member nations should ratify? Or should it be defeated because it threatens to turn the EU into an oppressive entity?

Topic Questions

Will Tony Blair be the first President of the European Union?

Is the Treaty of Lisbon consistent with the EU's history as an economic union?

Does the Treaty of Lisbon force EU member countries to surrender too much sovereignty?

EU: Is Brussels too powerful?

Further Reading

Check out the full text of the Treaty of Lisbon here: http://europa.eu/lisbon_treaty/full_text/index_en.htm 

Read about the Treaty on Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Lisbon 

Check out a campaign website for the Treaty: http://www.lisbontreaty2008.ie/ 
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Family is the first institution in society. The interaction between parents and their children has an astounding impact on the next generation that reaches well beyond the formative years. Current events that impact the family should be of interest to all of us, even the minority that is not impacted by a broken home. Legislative, bureaucratic and judicial efforts to redefine marriage and establish welfare policies that mitigate the contribution of the father promise to have an effect far into the future. Ours is no longer the Norman Rockwell world; we must come to grips with this reality. 

Conventional wisdom says that the divorce rate XE "divorce rate"  is rising, but recent Census Bureau data that suggests that suggests this may be flawed, say Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers, assistant professors at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania. They argue that the divorce rate has fallen continuously over the past quarter-century and is now at its lowest level since 1970. While marriage rates are also declining, those marriages that do occur are increasingly more stable. For instance, marriages that began in the 1990s were more likely to celebrate a 10th anniversary than those that started in the 1980s, which, in turn, were also more likely to last than marriages that began back in the 1970s.

With the economy in a slump, expect the divorce rate to rise. The number of people ending their marriage could jump by as much as 7% in 2008. Many feel that number has to do with tough financial times. Family and Marriage Psychotherapist Rory Goshorn says he has definitely seen an increase in couples seeking help because of financial troubles. Dr. Goshorn says his patients are stressed and financially strapped. So strapped that some patients want help just so they don't have to pay for a divorce.

America's credit crunch XE "credit crunch"  is likewise putting the squeeze on the marriages of New York's super wealthy as a record number of couples with $10 million or more in assets sue for divorce. This is the biggest jump since 1980, when New York state law was changed to add four new grounds for divorce to the sole existing one — adultery. The impact of the credit crunch has slashed what were once multimillion-dollar bonuses to virtually nothing for many Wall Street executives, hedge fund XE "hedge fund"  managers and property developers XE "property developers" , while thousands of others have lost their jobs in the property crash. One New York divorce lawyer said a client was worried that his wife would leave him if she found out that his net worth had fallen from $20 million to $8 million after he suffered huge losses on property and other investments. To keep his wife he was trying to mask his declining fortune by borrowing to pay for her clothes and holidays.

If the data on marriage in the United States are hard to read, the information coming out of the United Kingdom is certainly unambiguous. The marriage rate XE "marriage rate"  in Britain has collapsed to its lowest point since its government began keeping statistics in 1862. Even when discounting population growth, the numbers are embarrassingly low. According to Britain's Office for National Statistics (BONS) XE "Britain's Office for National Statistics (BONS)" , in 2006, the United Kingdom recorded a little over 228,000 marriages -- its lowest number since 1895, when its population was barely half what it is today. For Brits who choose to marry, 45 percent of new marriages will end in divorce; added to that, the average age for women entering first-time marriages is nearly 30 -- for men, it's 32. Of the marriages that stay together, based on a recent column in the London Times, an incredible 59 percent of married women said they would leave their husbands tomorrow if they could be assured of economic stability; meanwhile, half of the husbands questioned defined their marriage XE "marriage"  as "loveless." In response to the study, British researcher Patricia Morgan says that the government has succeeded in "eradicating" marriage. "This is what they have tried to achieve and they should be congratulating themselves," Morgan said. "But it is a disaster for children, families and society."

Many European countries are trying to increase their birth rates and are disregarding the nuclear family in the process. If you are a woman of childbearing age in a developing country, there's a good chance your government will pay you to reproduce at the currently desirable rate. Russian women who have a second child receive a lump sum of 250,000 rubles (about U.S. $9,200). Couples in Sweden receive a combined 13 months of parental leave, 11 of which can be taken by one parent, and during which the taxpayers provide 80 percent of a parent's former income. All of these policies reduce the role of fathers as providers and can weaken families.

While the Europeans are trying to increase their birthrates, the Chinese are dealing with the consequences of a social engineering policy designed to reduce births. The increase in macho violence spurting forth through outlets like war games is a growing trend in Chinese society, and China's one-child policy XE "China's one-child policy" , in effect since 1979, may be partly responsible. The country's three decades of iron-fist population planning coincided with a binge in sex-selective abortions (since the Chinese traditionally favor sons, who carry on the family line), and a rise, even as the country developed, in female infant mortality XE "infant mortality" . After almost 30 years of the policy, China now has the largest gender imbalance in the world, with 37 million more men than women. There are almost 20 percent more newborn boys than girls nationwide and by 2020, researchers estimate that 10 percent of Chinese men will be unable to find wives. The coming boom in restless young men promises to overhaul Chinese society in some potential scary ways as these unwanted men look for ways to fill up their time. Eternally single men, by extension, maintain high levels of testosterone -- a recipe for violent civil unrest. Sure enough, over the past decade, as Chinese boys hit adolescence, the country's youth crime rate more than doubled.

For what experts say is probably the first time in American history, more women are living without a husband than with one. Several factors are driving the statistical shift. At one end of the age spectrum, women are marrying later or living with unmarried partners more often and for longer periods. At the other end, women are living longer as widows and, after a divorce, are more likely than men to delay remarriage. In addition, marriage rates among black women remain low. Only about 30 percent of black women are living with a spouse, according to the Census Bureau XE "Census Bureau" , compared with about 49 percent of Hispanic women, 55 percent of non-Hispanic white women and more than 60 percent of Asian women.

Younger adults tend to worry less about the stigma attached to having a child or living together without being married -- a dramatic shift in behavior related to marriage, divorce, parenthood and cohabitation. The rate of non-marital childbearing has ballooned to 36.8 percent of all births in 2005, from 5.3 percent in 1960. As recently as the early 1990s, only about a third of these non-marital births were to cohabiting women -- now it's about half of all out-of-wedlock births. Nearly half of adults (47 percent) in their 30s and 40s have lived in a cohabiting relationship; among those ages 30-49, about one-third have. Unfortunately for those in this position, cohabiting couples with children break up at two to three times the rate of married parents.

Five years after President Bush's healthy-marriage initiative, the Centers for Disease Control reports births to unmarried women are at a record high. The consequences do not bode well for America's future, says Investor's Business Daily. Out-of-wedlock births reached 1.5 million in 2006, or 36.8 percent of the total. Among non-Hispanic blacks, the illegitimacy rate XE "illegitimacy rate"  reached a staggering 69.5 percent. Among non-Hispanic whites, the rate is up to 25.4 percent. Of these nonmarital births, 52 percent were to women without a high school diploma vs. just 9 percent to women with a graduate or professional degree. Countless studies have shown that children raised in a two-parent family are less likely to be raised in poverty, less likely to do drugs, less likely to be criminals later in life, and more likely to graduate from and do well in school. Married people tend to take care of themselves better and live longer. They typically eat better, have more settled lives with less stress and fewer risky habits, monitor each other's health, and are quicker to seek medical attention for problems that arise, explains Investors Business Daily.

Illegitimacy carries a fiscal impact. Divorce and out-of-wedlock childbearing cost U.S. taxpayers more than $112 billion a year, according to a study conducted by Georgia State University economist Ben Scafidi. The calculations were based on the assumption that households headed by a single female have relatively high poverty rates, leading to higher spending on welfare, healthcare, criminal justice and education for those raised in the disadvantaged homes. Because of the very large taxpayer costs associated with high rates of divorce and unwed childbearing, and the modest price tags associated with most marriage-strengthening initiatives, the study concludes that programs even with very modest success rates will be cost-effective.

Studies consistently find that married men earn more money and live longer than their single counter parts. In fact, married high school graduates tend to earn on average as much as never-married college graduates; furthermore, when a marriage breaks up, a husband's wage premium declines as well. Mortality rates among unmarried people are 50 percent higher among women and 250 percent higher among men than for married people. Moreover, the Urban Institute reports that the 50 percent increase in child poverty between the early 1970s and the 1990s was largely attributable to more children being raised in single-parent homes. Sadly, marriage would ideally benefit poorer individuals, but government tax policies tend to punish those that choose to marry. When two low-income individuals marry, they can expect to lose benefits of which they were entitled to before marriage. This equals about a 12 percent loss of the median income of poor, single women with children.

With the nuclear family in a meltdown, two states have legalized homosexual marriage XE "homosexual marriage"  and a battle is underway nationally to expand the legal protections of marriage to those of the same gender. Helen Ekins, writing in the Chico Enterprise-Record, makes the argument that expanding marriage rights will end up destroying the institution. Gay marriage advocates insist this is an issue of equal rights. Yet, according to Ekins, the new definition of marriage they espouse will continue to discriminate against those who wish marriage unions to include three or more consenting adults. Could not such arrangements also be based on love? If there is a constitutional entitlement to marriage why limit it at all? Ekins concludes that the effort to legalize same-sex marriage is designed to enlist the strong and intimidating forces of government as a battering ram to break down any philosophical or moral opposition to homosexuality. She says that it is not enough that society not actively discriminate against them. They must be embraced, empowered and enthroned.

Interestingly enough, in countries that have legalized same-sex marriages, the option has not proven to be very popular. In this, homosexuals are following a wider trend in developed countries, where marriage is gradually disappearing. Scandinavian countries have granted all the benefits and legal rights of married couples to unmarried domestic partners and cohabiting adults. In the 1990s, those countries extended rights to homosexuals as well by legalizing their marriage or civil registration. However, there was not much interest in the option. According to researcher William Eskridge of Yale University, Danish law legalized de facto gay marriage in 1989, and nine years later a total of 2,372 couples had registered. Similar changes were made to Norwegian law in 1993, and four years later 674 same-sex couples had registered. Swedish law was changed in 1994, and four years later only 749 couples had signed up.

The Europeans may have had a hard time drumming up marriages, but Massachusetts XE "Massachusetts"  and California, the two states to have legalized gay marriage, are banking on it. Morality, personal liberty, and constitutional law have been the usual battlegrounds in the fight over gay marriage. Now Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick XE "Deval Patrick" 's administration is injecting something a bit more pedestrian to the debate: economic development. A study conducted for the state's Executive Office of Housing and Economic Development predicts that an economic boomlet in hotel bookings, banquets, and wedding cakes would result from repealing a 1913 state law that prevents gay and lesbian couples from most other states from marrying in Massachusetts. Consider these numbers: An estimated 32,200 same-sex couples from elsewhere would travel to the state to get married over the next three years. That would pump $111 million into the state economy and yield another $5 million in marriage license fees and sales and occupancy taxes.

Massachusetts also needs to keep up with California, which appears poised to turn legalized homosexual marriage into a revenue boost. Gay couples are projected to spend $684 million on flowers, cakes, hotels, jewelry, photographers and other wedding services over the next three years - so long as voters don't put a halt to the same-sex marriage spree, according to a study by the Williams Institute at University of California, Los Angeles School of Law.
 During the three-year period, the researchers project that about half of the state's more than 100,000 same-sex couples will get married and another 68,000 out-of-state couples will travel to California to exchange vows. The nuptial rush is expected to create some 2,200 jobs. The study estimates that over the next three years, gay weddings will generate $64 million in additional tax revenue for the state, and another $9 million in marriage-license fees for counties.

Massachusetts and California may have decided to legalize gay marriage, but the Census Bureau will not count same-sex marriages in its 2010 census report. Census officials said even though same-sex marriage is legal in some states, federal law defines marriage as between one man and one woman.
 Census officials are citing the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act which they interpret as instructing all federal agencies only to recognize opposite-sex marriages for the purposes of enacting any agency programs. They will edit the responses on the 2010 census questionnaires and list those couples as "unmarried partners." This is the same procedure the Bureau used in the 2000 census.

The debate will not be resolved in the next year or even decade; it may even be unresolved generations from now. But our culture may very well be impacted by the decisions made and norms established now. Will we be a nation that encourages illegitimacy or the nuclear family? Will we define marriage traditionally or progressively? What is the role of welfare support systems in the broken home? Will the United States ever be a Norman Rockwell painting again?
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 Research Tips

Check out this site with excellent statistical data on the divorce rates around the world: http://www.divorcerate.org/
The Centers for Disease Control has a similar page that also discusses the marriage rate: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/divorce.htm
Catholic Answers provides a summary of the arguments in favor of traditional marriage here: http://www.catholic.com/library/gay_marriage.asp 
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 “Every time you cut programs, you take away a person who has a vested interest in high taxes and you put him on the tax rolls and make him a taxpayer. A farmer on subsidies is part welfare bum, whereas a free-market farmer is a small businessman with a gun.” ~Grover Norquist, president of Americans for Tax Reform

“I don't see the U.S. agreeing to anything and the next phase could be Europe filing against Japanese subsidies for the 787.” ~David Pritchard

“Today, I broaden the challenge by making this pledge, ... The United States is ready to eliminate tariffs, subsidies and other barriers to free flow of goods and services as other nations do the same.” ~Barbara Bush

“The U.S. is very committed and our agricultural community is ... committed to eliminating export subsidies to getting significant cuts in domestic subsidies, and also obviously to get significant market access.” ~Robert Zoellick, former president of the World Bank

“Europe should now respond positively and enthusiastic to the American offer ... about the elimination of export subsidies and the reduction of tariffs.” ~Gordon Brown, Prime Minister of the UK

Few U.S. industries are considered more vital to the nation's well being than agriculture. U.S. farmers produce an abundance of food that is consumed domestically and throughout the world. The quantity of food they produce is not based entirely on demand, however. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) XE "United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)"  subsidizes farmers in various ways, from direct payments XE "direct payments"  to crop insurance XE "crop insurance" . Farm subsidies are given to farmers who raise particular crops, and only a minority of farmers actually receives them. Corn, wheat, cotton, soybeans and rice consistently top the list of the most-subsidized crops. Those crops occupy the largest amount of acreage in the U.S., and lawmakers from the states where they are grown are some of the leading proponents of farm subsidies. The Farm Bureau XE "Farm Bureau" , which lobbies on behalf of U.S. farmers, is another enthusiastic backer. Farm subsidies began in the late 1920s as a response to the economic hardships farmers were facing. Since then, the U.S. farm industry has been transformed. The many small farms that existed in the early 20th century have been gradually replaced by a smaller number of large enterprises. At the same time, the portion of the U.S. population that works in farming has shrunk to a small minority. Those developments have changed perceptions of the farm subsidies program. The view that subsidies represent an expensive giveaway has gained traction, yet farm subsidies still enjoy enormous political clout.

More recently, the use of crops in biofuels XE "biofuels"  has taken center stage. Congress has shown a renewed interest in subsidizing the use of corn to make ethanol, an alternative fuel XE "alternative fuel"  that is used to supplement or replace gasoline. Although ethanol has been subsidized for decades, the more recent push has been blamed by many observers for an increase in food prices XE "food prices"  worldwide, since it has shrunk the supply of corn and other crops being grown for food. High food prices have created a crisis in developing countries and fueled criticism of U.S. farm subsidies. In 2008, Congress passed the latest in a series of bills – each popularly known as the farm bill – that periodically authorize farm subsidies. Critics objected to the large amounts of money provided to the farm industry, with the wealth of some recipients emerging as a point of controversy. Although the bill for the first time included language limiting farmers above a certain income level from receiving subsidies, the cutoff was not as low as President Bush had sought.

Critics of farm subsidies as they are currently practiced say that while they are presented to the public as relief for struggling farmers, in reality they have become a way for financially secure businesses to collect taxpayers' money. Subsidies encourage farmers to produce an abundance of food – lowering food prices worldwide – and protect them from competition XE "competition" , they say, in particular from farmers in developing countries. That makes it hard for the U.S. to convince other countries to drop protectionist trade measures, which hurts the U.S. economy, they add. Some also attribute the high rate of obesity in the U.S. to farm subsidies, which they say make it inexpensive to produce food containing unhealthy additives XE "additives"  such as high fructose corn syrup.

The government subsidizes farmers in several ways. One way is through the marketing loan program XE "marketing loan program" , which guarantees growers of particular crops a minimum amount of money for their crops according to the yield. That protects farmers in case prices fall too low and encourages them to produce an excess of crops, ensuring that there will be enough to meet demand. Another, simpler type of subsidy is a direct payment, which, unlike the marketing loan program, is not tied to the prices of commodities but rather to the amount of land a farmer has. Other subsidies are meant to preserve farmland in order to counteract low prices caused by excess crop production. Known as conservation subsidies XE "conservation subsidies" , they provide payment to farm owners to keep the land idle, reducing the amount of crops produced and keeping prices from falling too low. Farm insurance, run by a division of the USDA known as the Risk Management Agency (RMA) XE "Risk Management Agency (RMA)" , is also considered a type of farm subsidy. The RMA subsidizes a group of private insurance companies from which farmers can buy insurance to guard against a drop in prices and other adverse conditions. Because the companies are subsidized, farmers pay only a fraction of the true cost of their insurance policies.

Some denounce what they say is wasteful spending of taxpayer money on large farmers with no need for those grants. Others focus more on what they describe as the effect of current farm subsidies on farmers in developing countries, who have much lower incomes but who cannot afford to compete with their subsidized U.S. counterparts. (Farm subsidies encourage U.S. farmers to produce excess crops, which leads to lower food prices globally, hurting foreign farmers XE "foreign farmers" .) Still others denounce what they say is the role of farm subsidies in the high rate of obesity XE "obesity"  in the U.S. That criticism stems from the fact that healthy foods such as fruits and vegetables are very lightly subsidized compared to crops such as corn, wheat and rice; those foods are therefore overrepresented as ingredients in more fattening foods, critics say. During the 1990s, critics attempted to reform the farm subsidies program. In 1996, Congress passed the Freedom to Farm Act XE "Freedom to Farm Act" , meant to gradually wean the farming industry from subsidies. The law encouraged farmers to raise crops based on what the market would bear, rather than on what the system was structured to subsidize, creating the direct payment system to provide fixed amounts of money. The reform proved short-lived, however, when an Asian financial crisis XE "Asian financial crisis"  in the late 1990s dampened world demand for U.S. agricultural exports. To compensate, Congress passed a series of farm bills that reversed the 1996 law, which had phased out the old-style, market-based farm subsidies. The 2002 farm bill continued to reverse the changes made by the Freedom to Farm Act, expanding the program and creating a new type of market-based subsidy, the countercyclical payment, that was seen as a compromise between the newer direct payment and the older subsidies.

Passage of the 2008 farm bill was controversial as well. President Bush and other critics objected that the bill funded too many pet projects XE "pet projects"  of individual lawmakers and contained too many costly benefits for wealthy farmers. "At a time of high food prices and record farm income, this bill lacks program reform and fiscal discipline," Bush said. Ultimately, however, lawmakers overrode a presidential veto.
 The final version of the bill contained an income cap XE "income cap"  on farmers who were eligible for subsidies, the first ever implemented, but it was higher than what critics had sought. Bush had called for a $200,000-a-year cap, but the new law drew the line at $750,000, allowing a large number of wealthier farmers to qualify. The bill also expanded food stamp XE "food stamp"  and school lunch programs XE "school lunch programs"  and widened the range of crops eligible for subsidies to include fruits and vegetables. While some critics applauded those features, they were disappointed with the overall bill, which contained around $35 billion in commodity programs, such as farm subsidies.

Ethanol subsidies XE "Ethanol subsidies"  in the U.S. and Europe have been cited by many as a factor in rising food prices worldwide. Incentives have encouraged farmers to grow corn for ethanol, resulting in reduced corn crops for food and higher prices on those remaining crops. In addition, growers of other crops such as wheat have decided to grow corn instead, leading to scarcer supplies of those other crops and consequent price increases. According to a 2008 New York Times editorial, in 2007-2008, corn prices rose 70%, wheat prices 55% and rice prices 160%. Those increases have inconvenienced consumers in the U.S. and other developed countries, but have had a much more dire effect on less-developed countries where such foods are considered staples, and where people often can barely afford them. High food prices led to riots in several less-developed countries, and some governments have barred food exports to try to lower the price of food for their constituents.

Ethanol subsidies may have been a major cause of the increase in food prices, but some have argued that there are other factors to which more attention should be paid. Higher energy costs, changing dietary habits in India and China, and droughts in some food-producing countries have been cited as well. However, the impact of ethanol subsidies has cast a negative light on farm subsidies in general.

Critics of the current farm subsidies system challenge the idea that it is meant to benefit struggling, small-scale farmers. In reality, they say, while some of those farmers do receive support, the main beneficiaries of farm subsidies are large farming interests. Around two-thirds of U.S. farmers do not receive any subsidies, they note. That is due to a variety of reasons, they say; for one thing, farmers who raise certain crops or farm part-time are not eligible. Farm subsidies have strayed from what they were originally intended to be – a form of relief for needy farmers – and have become a form of corporate welfare XE "corporate welfare" . In fact, critics say, the large farms that receive subsidies generally do not need them to survive. Those farms tend to be financially secure enough to be able to operate without government help, they maintain. There is no reason that taxpayers should be subsidizing wealthy farmers, they assert. At the very least, they say, farmers who make $200,000 or more be ineligible for subsidies.

Environmental Working Group XE "Environmental Working Group"  president Ken Cook says, "I am sympathetic to the argument that at some point these big operators ought to be on their own. They're so big and so efficient and so effective at their work. We ought to reserve some of the money that we're saying we're giving to family farmers that are smaller and struggling and actually give it to them."

If U.S. farm subsidies were really about alleviating farmer poverty XE "poverty" , then lawmakers could guarantee every full-time farmer an income of 185 percent of the federal level for under $5 billion annually – one-fifth the current cost of farm subsidies, says Brian Riedl, Grover M. Hermann Fellow at the Heritage Foundation. Instead, small farmers are largely excluded from farm subsidies. Farm subsidy payments are based on acreage, so by definition, the largest agribusinesses get the largest subsidies. Consequently, commercial farmers – who report an average income of $200,000 and net worth of nearly $2 million – now collect the majority of farm subsidies; in other words, most farm subsidy dollars go to millionaires. Riedl points out that farm subsidies have been distributed to Fortune 500 companies such as John Hancock Life Insurance ($2,849,799) and Westvaco ($534,210), as well as celebrity hobby farmers like David Rockefeller ($553,782) and Ted Turner ($206,948). Even Members of Congress who vote on farm legislation have received subsidies, such as Senator Charles Grassley (R-Iowa, $225,041) and Representative John Salazar (D-Colorado, $161,084). As a result, small farmers are harmed the most by farm subsidies. Excluded from most of them, they must endure the lower crop prices, higher farmland costs and industry consolidation that result from subsidies to agribusiness. Reidl says a commonsense reform to this problem would replace farm subsidies with tax-free farmer savings accounts and even provide a limited government match. He suggests that farmers could pay in during the boom years, and draw out in the down years, with crop insurance covering potential catastrophic losses. This could be targeted to family farmers (and regardless of the crop grown), who would own their accounts. It would save taxpayers billions, promote open trade, and even be more environmentally friendly than current subsidies.

Subsidized agriculture in the developed world is one of the greatest obstacles to economic growth in the developing world, say Max Borders and Sterling Burnett of the National Center for Policy Analysis. In 2002, industrialized countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) spent a total of $300 billion on crop price supports, production payments and other farm programs. These subsidies encourage overproduction XE "overproduction" . Markets are flooded with surplus crops that are sold below the cost of production, depressing world prices. Countries with unsubsidized goods are essentially shut out of world markets, devastating their local economies. Moreover, farm subsidies lead to environmental harm in rich and poor nations alike, Borders and Burnett add.

Prosperous countries give about $50 billion to $55 billion annually in foreign aid XE "foreign aid"  to underdeveloped nations. If developed nations reduced their subsidies and eliminated trade barriers – such as import tariffs XE "import tariffs"  protecting domestic producers from international competition – this aid would arguably be unnecessary and rural poverty might be significantly reduced. Historically, agriculture has been a major pillar of less-developed economies because it provides food security XE "food security" , creates employment XE "employment"  and generates local capital XE "capital" . For example, in 1790, nearly 90 percent of the U.S. workforce was employed in agriculture. By 1900, farmers dropped to 38 percent of the labor force, and today they account for less than 1 percent. Agriculture accounts for less than 1 percent of U.S. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) XE "Gross Domestic Product (GDP)" . Similar trends in other OECD countries XE "OECD countries"  indicate that the path to development begins with agriculture.

Every dollar, yen or euro poured into the agriculture sectors of rich nations makes developing countries' farm sectors that much less competitive. The "dumping" of agricultural commodities at prices lower than the cost of production is devastating to developing countries, since most depend almost entirely on only one or a few products. Every year, farm subsidies cost developing countries about $24 billion in lost agricultural income. Cotton is an excellent example. World cotton prices have fallen by half since the mid-1990s and, adjusted for inflation, are now lower than at any time since the Great Depression of the 1930s. Despite the plunge in prices, cotton production in the United States grew 42 percent between 1998 and 2001.

Due to subsidies, American cotton farmers receive up to 73 percent more than the world market price XE "market price"  for their crop. To compensate for falling prices, U.S. cotton subsidies have doubled since 1992, and in 2001-2002 America's 25,000 cotton farmers received a $230 subsidy for every acre of cotton planted - a total of $3.9 billion. By comparison, wheat and maize subsidies amount to $40 to $50 per acre. American cotton subsidies cost sub-Saharan Africa $302 million in 2001-2002 alone, according to Oxfam International, an antipoverty organization. Specifically, West Africa's Burkina Faso lost 1 percent of its GDP, and export earnings declined 12 percent due to competition from subsidized U.S. cotton. In Burkina Faso, 85 percent of the population (more than two million people) depends on cotton production and over half the population lives in poverty. The cost to produce a pound of cotton is one-third the cost in the United States, but farmers there cannot compete in world markets against American cotton. There are similar problems in other countries that also rely heavily on cotton. In 2001-2002, Mali 's GDP fell 1.7 percent and export earnings dropped 8 percent; and Benin lost 1.4 percent of its GDP and 9 percent of export earnings.

"Wealthier is healthier" is a catch phrase in development and environmental economics. Health improvement is directly related to rising incomes, and research also shows that once incomes and economic development reach a certain level, countries devote increasingly larger portions of their resources to environmental protection. Policies that prevent the Third World XE "Third World"  from accessing markets limit poor nations' ability to improve the environment. Many human-health and environmental problems might be remedied with proceeds from growth in the agricultural sector. For instance, developing countries would have more funds to provide safe water sources; every year, 2.5 million people perish from dysentery and other intestinal diseases due to lack of clean drinking water. Additional revenues from agriculture would also allow poor countries to invest in the infrastructure necessary to deliver electricity and natural gas to rural areas. Millions of Africans die each year from cardiovascular diseases XE "cardiovascular diseases"  caused in part by poor indoor air quality, often a direct result of burning dung and wood for cooking fires and heat. Acute lower respiratory infections XE "Acute lower respiratory infections"  claim 4.5 million lives per year, mostly in the Third World. In addition, wildlife populations in developing countries are devastated as an indirect result of agricultural subsidies. At current prices, poaching often provides more revenue than farming and wildlife is frequently seen as competition for land and a threat to crops. Furthermore, farmers are often unable to afford fertilizers and pesticides that increase the available yield from a given amount of land - thus they must use more and more land just for subsistence agriculture. Farm subsidies eat up federal revenue and make little, if any, economic sense. They also hold back progress in developing countries and result in severe environmental damage. Ending subsidies would benefit the federal budget, third-world farmers and the environment. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) XE "International Monetary Fund (IMF)"  estimates that eliminating various agriculture subsidies in rich countries would raise global welfare $100 billion.
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Questions for Thought

Do the subsidies given to U.S. farmers encourage them to grow crops for the wrong purposes, to the detriment of some Americans and societies in the developing world? Or are those subsidies needed to allow agriculture to remain economically viable?

Do you think farm subsidies are a good or bad idea? How about the current system specifically?

Should there be a limit on how high a salary a farmer can have and still receive farm subsidies? If so, what should it be?

Should developing countries have tariffs that tax imported farm goods?

Do you think current farm subsidies are bad for nutrition and health in the U.S.? Why or why not?

Sample Topic Questions

Are American ethanol subsidies destroying the Third World?

Should foreign aid to developing countries be increased to counteract the effects of domestic agriculture subsidies?

Is protectionism the best policy when it comes to American farmers?

Did the 2008 Farm Bill do enough to keep wealthy farmers from collecting subsidies?

Further Research

Check out the Wikipedia entry on agriculture subsidies here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agricultural_subsidy 

The Environmental Working Group maintains a webpage on subsidies here: http://farm.ewg.org/farm/index.php?key=nosign 

The Heritage Foundation on subsidies: http://www.heritage.org/research/agriculture/bg2043.cfm 
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"It is up to us to live up to the legacy that was left for us, and to leave a legacy that is worthy of our children and of future generations."

 ~ Christine Gregoire, governor of Washington.

As only the fourth President since Eisenhower to serve two full terms, President Bush was in a puissant position at the helm of the world's most powerful nation for a fair chunk of time. His eight years in office give us a unique opportunity to evaluate his “compassionate conservative” policy decisions with some idea of their short term impact. We will not know everything that President Bush accomplished or failed to achieve – many things are classified or unknown and the long-term impact of Bush's presidency will be under evaluation for generations – but we can begin to put together an idea of what is the outgoing president's legacy. In the waning days of his tenure and the start of Barack Obama's administration, we can turn around on history's timeline to ask what it is that defined “W.”

The image President Bush portrays of his legacy is, unsurprisingly, upbeat. Despite the GOP losing seats in both the House and Senate in both of the last two elections for which he was the de facto head of his party and a bleak economy that some analysts have pegged as the worst in a generation, Bush is playing the part of a man confident that history will side with him. He recognizes that times are tough. “It turns out this isn’t one of the presidencies where you ride off into the sunset, you know, kind of waving goodbye,” Bush told a Washington audience in December. That's an understatement. Bush’s popularity is about the lowest on record for postwar presidents. A recent Gallup Poll ranked his 29.4 percent approval rating as the 10th-worst quarterly ranking since 1945. Only Harry Truman and Richard M. Nixon saw lower ratings.

The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press asked Americans a similar question about Bush's tenure in high office and their responses were "overwhelmingly negative." According to Pew, the president's approval rating now stands at 24 percent. Only eleven percent of respondents think Bush will be remembered as an "outstanding" or "above average" president, which is the lowest positive end-of-term rating for any of the past four presidents. The Pew researchers conclude that Bush's legacy has been damaged by "his administration's mixed record of competent governance" in responding to challenges like the Iraq war and Hurricane Katrina. While a majority of respondents give Bush credit on some issues, such as preventing another terrorist attack from occurring in America, overall, Pew concludes, "the government 'brand' deteriorated badly during the Bush years" both domestically and overseas.

As perhaps appropriate in this volatile decade, CNN is reporting that Bush has gone from the all-time highs to lows in public ratings of his job performance. He broke his father’s and Harry Truman’s record on the high side when 92 percent of voters gave him a thumbs-up after 9/11. And he has surpassed Truman’s record-low approval of just 22 percent in December of 2008, when CBS gave him a 20 percent rating. Bush has set a record for the largest spread between high and low points in approval ratings, a spread (and collapse) of more than 70 points from the autumn of 2001 to his final days. There can be no doubt the president is riding a tide of unpopularity: his low poll ratings were the direct cause of President- elect Barack Obama’s solid win, and CNN exit polls showed that even a third of registered Republicans were unhappy with him.

That is how we judge the President now, but what will the history books say in a generation or two? 

Public opinion is fleeting. The judgment of history may very well reverse the prognosis on Bush. Two successive presidents from the 1950s show how this process can work. When Truman limped out of office in 1953, the people’s verdict was loudly negative. “To err is Truman” went the old joke. But historians quickly rated him highly for making the tough decisions — a 1962 survey of historians chaired by Arthur Schlesinger put Truman in the “near great” category. In the early 1970s, especially after Watergate, “Trumania” gripped the public and he is now widely regarded with nostalgia. His successor, Dwight Eisenhower, by contrast, was loved by the public, but disrespected by the intellectuals, who called his tenure “the bland leading the bland.” The same 1962 survey placed Ike in the “below average” category. After Vietnam, Ike’s warning about a too aggressive foreign policy began to look quite wise to historians and they sharply upgraded him. Since then he has consistently ranked in the top 12.

The war in Iraq will undoubtedly be key to evaluating George W. Bush. In considering what image from the last eight years sums up the war, some point to the pictures of the president in New York with mayor Rudy Giuliani after the terrorist attacks, comforting, encouraging and looking strong.
 Others point to the 48-hour ultimatum, when a tough looking Commander-in-Chief warned Saddam Hussein to get out or be invaded.
 Still more think that the 2003 “Mission-Accomplished” announcement from the USS Abraham Lincoln off the coast of San Diego that “major combat operations in Iraq have ended” sums up the war.
 A final group feels that Muntader al-Zaidi shoe-throwing exercise in mid-December, 2008 is an apt representation of the conflict.

It is difficult at this juncture to find many commentators who laud the strategies, tactics and approach Bush adopted for the Iraq war. That is not to say that there are not some who support the invasion and subsequent nation-building efforts, but many view the conflict as a taint on the President's foreign policy record. Julian Zelizer, a professor of history and public affairs at Princeton University's Woodrow Wilson School, says Bush's mishandling of Iraq has denied him credit for preventing more terror attacks on U.S. soil. He writes that Bush made a surprise visit to Iraq to highlight the stability that had been achieved in the country. Instead, an Iraqi reporter threw his shoes at Bush, an act of disrespect, yelling out that "this is a goodbye kiss from the Iraqi people, dog." Both this, and the “Mission Accomplished” moment in 2003, Zelizer claims, were damaging to the way many Americans perceive Bush, and they will go down in the history books as part of the story we tell about his presidency. Zelizer says the Mission Accomplished moment ultimately proved devastating because it revealed Bush's overconfidence and failure to prepare for the task of reconstruction.
 

The New York Times published a draft of an official U.S. government history of Iraq that documented the enormous problems with the period that followed the fall of Saddam Hussein. The draft says: "In March 2003, the United States invaded Iraq, made short work of its armed forces and easily topped Saddam Hussein's government. A well-trained and properly equipped force achieved a quick and efficient military victory. But the United States was unprepared and ill-equipped to deal with what came next...Washington – with no plans to manage the increasing chaos it faced, no developed doctrine of nation building, and no established structures through which to carry out complex relief and reconstruction operations – was forced to forgo its hoped for quick transfer of power to an Interim Iraqi Authority and give way to an occupation of undetermined length."

Yael T. Abouhalkah, a Kansas City Star Editorial columnist, writes that “as an Arab-American I understand why Iraqi TV journalist Zaidi threw his shoes at President Bush.” Aboukalkah says that Zaidi succeeded in getting his viewpoint across to hundreds of millions around the world as his shoe throwing and comments were broadcast thousands of times in many Middle Eastern nations. Zaidi also succeeded in embarrassing Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, who used one of his hands to try to shield Bush from the second thrown shoe as the two men stood together for a routine press conference. He concludes that Zaidi and his shoes have helped create worldwide publicity for their view that Bush was a disaster for the Arabic world.

On the economy, President Bush's legacy is hazy. Here’s how talk show host John McLaughlin, a former speech-writer for Richard Nixon, depicted the Bush-Cheney legacy: “One, they destroyed the GOP congressional majority; two, tanked the value of the dollar; three, created unprecedented red ink in the federal budget; four, drew us into a quagmire in Iraq; five, left us with a recession and inflation; six, then skedaddled out of town.”

Kevin Hassett, director of economic policy at the American Enterprise Institute, tries to sort things out. First, he says, Bush's accomplishments were few. He passed a relatively small tax cut and was unable to hold the line on government spending. As a result, the deficit skyrocketed and set the stage for his tax cuts to be reversed. The prescription- drug benefit wasn’t paid for, and the jury is out on his No Child Left Behind education policy. The insignificance of Bush’s economic policy, though, might work to his advantage. It is hard to attribute the current economic crisis to anything that Bush actively did. If his large deficits produced skyrocketing interest rates that crushed the economy, then the argument that Bush caused the mess we are in might hold water. If he was the one who deregulated the financial sector, then we could justifiably blame him for our predicament. Instead, the forces that allowed the financial sector to blow up were in place when he took office. Former Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, who failed to stem the crisis, was inherited from the previous president and previous party. Bush even tried to avert the crisis early and often in his presidency, as he sought strict limits on the actions of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, the mortgage-finance companies that were at ground zero of the crisis. Bush was unable to stop the housing crisis and its fallout, but he tried. In that failure, he is hardly alone. The crisis has touched just about everyone, wiping out wealth in countries run by both liberals and conservatives. All told, it seems unlikely that history will blame Bush for the financial crisis. He may even receive credit for helping to minimize its impact.
 

Hassett points out that this is the 11th recession of the postwar period, and 33rd in the National Bureau of Economic Research’s business cycle chronology, starting in 1854. Most presidents have a recession or two during their term, but it is hard to think of one that historians blame on a president. Bush’s tenure would have been unusual if it had not had a recession. It is hard to see why he would bear more blame than has been the historical norm. It may well be that Secretary of the Treasury Henry Paulson and Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve Ben Bernanke have made things worse, and we are going to enter a depression. If we do, then historians will view Bush as someone who at the very least failed to act as needed. Regardless of how foreign policy turns out, Hassett concludes, Bush would take his place next to Hoover in the rogues’ gallery of history.

The historians are already lining up to take their crack at defining the Bush legacy. Right now their version is not very flattering. Maybe time will change that. Or maybe it won't.

Former Bush advisor Karl Rove has an optimistic take on the future of Bush's legacy: "I'd get sort of steamed up about some editorial in The New York Times or The Washington Post, and I'd go crashing into the Oval Office at 6:40 a.m., steam coming out of my ears. And the president would say, 'Get over it. History will get it right, and we will both be dead.' I think he's wrong about that we'll both be dead, but I think he is absolutely right."

Further Reading

Read the press releases from the office of the White House here: http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/ or check out President Bush's weekly radio address: http://www.whitehouse.gov/radio/
Check out the anti-Bush website “Bush Legacy Tour” here: http://www.bushlegacytour.com/bushlegacy
Questions for Thought

Should a legacy matter? Should a president worry about what people will say about him when he retires or is concern about one's legacy an important aspect of representative government?

What do you think is the defining moment or image from the last eight years?

How would you describe President Clinton's legacy? President Reagan?

What could President Bush have done to improve his legacy four years ago? Two years ago?

Does the Oliver Stone film “W” give a fair and accurate representation of the Bush Administration? How will this film influence Bush's legacy and perception in the future?

Make a prediction: What will Obama's legacy be?
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Guantanamo Bay

· Gold Folder Created: August 2009

"American soldiers had to guard prisoners on the inside while receiving mortar and weapons fire from the outside. Guantanamo is distant from any battlefield, making it far more secure." ~John Yoo, professor of law at Boalt Hall

"Each department and institution has its own authorities and responsibilities, and they act on that basis. It is wrong to even compare such actions to what is done in Guantanamo or elsewhere by the Americans. They do not stand on a high moral platform to preach to others." ~Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Chairman of the Assembly of Experts of Iran

"If anyone has it rough at Guantanamo, it is the guards. They are constantly harassed and threatened by some of these terrorists. Prisoners tell guards, we know where your families are. We know where your wife is, your children, and we are going to kill them." ~Robin Hayes, former Republican Congressman from North Carolina

"The difference between us and the enemy is how we treat the enemy." ~Rear. Adm. John Hutson, former Navy lawyer

"I would say that there will be no water boarding on my watch. There will be no torture on my watch." ~Barack Obama

Since early 2002, just months after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks against the U.S., hundreds of terrorism suspects have been held at a prison camp at the U.S. naval base in Guantanamo (or Guantánamo) Bay, Cuba. Most of the suspects, of varied nationalities, were apprehended by U.S. forces in Afghanistan, which the U.S. invaded in late 2001, and along Afghanistan's ill-defined border with Pakistan. However, due to the abusive treatment XE "abusive treatment"  of some Guantanamo detainees and the seemingly indefinite detention XE "indefinite detention"  of many at the facility, it has also become a notorious symbol of what many say has been U.S. willingness to operate outside the law in its war against terrorism.
 

For that reason, observers the world over welcomed the January 2009 decision by President Obama to close the facility within a year. Questions remained, however, as to how he would accomplish that goal. What would be done with the more than 200 detainees still at the base? Would they be tried, and if so, in what kind of court?

According to legal experts, there are various categories of detainees at Guantanamo. Some are classified as enemy combatants XE "enemy combatants"  who were caught while fighting the U.S. and its allies on the Afghan battlefield, and who are being held as prisoners of war. Others have been deemed low-risk enough by the U.S. to be returned to their home countries, either to be set free or remain in detention. (Many in that category have been cleared for release but for various reasons are still at Guantanamo.) Still others—generally believed to be a smaller group—are suspected terrorists, some of whom the U.S. seeks to bring to trial.

Prisoners of war are governed by a set of international agreements known as the Geneva Conventions XE "Geneva Conventions" , which specifies their release at the end of hostilities and sets certain standards for how they must be treated while incarcerated. When it first opened the Guantanamo camp, the Bush administration took the position that the detainees there were irregular forces who were not protected by the Geneva Conventions. The Supreme Court rejected that argument in 2006, however, prompting the U.S. to mostly comply with the conventions. Another legal disagreement centered on whether the detainees were allowed to challenge their detentions in U.S. courts. The Bush administration argued that they could not, but the Supreme Court ruled that they could. Since the Guantanamo camp first opened, many have argued that all or most of its detainees should be processed by the U.S. criminal justice system. After the Bush administration set up a military court system to try them, it was widely noted that the system did not afford the defendants the same rights of due process they would receive under the criminal justice system. Obama has ordered a freeze on those trials, once again raising the question of their legitimacy.

To some observers, the Guantanamo facility was an effective solution to the problem of how to deal with the detainees. They argue that the purpose of holding the detainees in the first place was not to try them for past crimes so much as to ensure that they did not commit future crimes; therefore, it would be better for them to be tried under a system more likely to convict them than the civilian court system would be. They also question the ability of the civilian system to convict detainees who may have been harshly interrogated and not informed of their constitutional rights. Other critics favor trying detainees within the criminal justice system but do not think it can be done in all cases. Those who support an approach that involves trying the Guantanamo detainees within the criminal justice system contend that doing anything else violates the detainees' rights. Given that the U.S. government has already released many Guantanamo detainees whom it had once considered dangerous, they argue, the executive branch of the government cannot be trusted to objectively evaluate the guilt or innocence of the remaining detainees. An alternate system of justice, even if designed for those detainees who are hardest to prosecute, could be abused in the future, they warn. There is no reason to believe the present criminal justice system is incapable of trying and convicting terrorists when it has done so in the past, its defenders say.

The U.S. first established its naval base at Guantanamo Bay after it drove Spain out of Cuba during the Spanish-American War (1898). In 1903, the U.S. began leasing the land from the Cuban government. The U.S. deemed the base necessary to protect the Panama Canal and, later, to counter perceived threats to the Western Hemisphere from the Soviet Union, the chief U.S. rival during the Cold War, an ideological conflict between the two superpowers during the second half of the 20th century. Although U.S. relations with Cuba deteriorated after the 1959 revolution brought Fidel Castro Ruz to power, the U.S. continued to rent the Guantanamo base from the Cuban government; Cuba received the checks (currently $4,085 a month) but refused to cash them. After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the base was used for a time to hold Cuban and Haitian refugees seeking asylum in the U.S. The base gained its current significance with 9/11. The U.S. responded to those attacks, which killed close to 3,000 people, by invading Afghanistan, where the Islamic terrorist XE "Islamic terrorist"  group Al Qaeda XE "Al Qaeda"  was believed to be based. The U.S. sought to kill or capture members of Al Qaeda, along with leaders of Afghanistan's Taliban XE "Taliban"  militia, whom the U.S. accused of giving Al Qaeda sanctuary. At the same time, the U.S. and its allies were using their intelligence and law enforcement agencies to capture suspected Al Qaeda members in countries throughout the world.

Those agencies eventually became key players in the War on Terror XE "War on Terror" . The suspects they captured, however, presented a unique dilemma for the U.S.—i.e., where should they be held? In January 2002, military planes began transporting them to the Guantanamo base. The first detainees were kept in Camp X-Ray XE "Camp X-Ray" , a rudimentary complex of open-air pens. After a few months, the number of detainees entering Guantanamo exceeded Camp X-Ray's capacity, and a more permanent, enclosed facility––Camp Delta XE "Camp Delta" ––replaced it. From the first publicized images of detainees being escorted to cramped pens in shackles, blinders and orange jumpsuits, the Guantanamo detention center caused international controversy. U.S.-allied governments, human rights groups and the United Nations all issued statements critical of the facility, with the group Amnesty International XE "Amnesty International"  referring to the camp as a "gulag," after the notorious system of Soviet labor camps. Among the detainees themselves, there were numerous hunger strikes from the camp's earliest days, as well as four suicides and many more attempted suicides. Outrage centered on both the treatment of the detainees, particularly during interrogations XE "interrogations" , and the indefinite nature of their detention. Observers criticized the frequent use of solitary confinement XE "solitary confinement"  and interrogation techniques they charged were abusive and degrading, even amounting to torture. They also criticized the U.S. position that the detainees belonged to a special class of war criminals called "enemy combatants." As such, the U.S. claimed the detainees were not subject to the protections afforded by the Geneva Conventions and could be confined for the foreseeable future.

From the beginning, the U.S. sought to hold and prosecute XE "prosecute"  terrorists and their associates outside the criminal justice system. In November 2001, Bush issued an executive order to establish military commissions to try suspected terrorists. Because Guantanamo was not on U.S. soil, his administration argued, the detainees there were not entitled to file petitions of habeas corpus, a protection under the U.S. Constitution allowing detainees to challenge their imprisonment in a court of law. That led to a legal battle that eventually reached the Supreme Court. In 2004, the court ruled against the administration, maintaining in Rasul v. Bush XE "Rasul v. Bush"  that since the base was under U.S. military control, the detainees had the right to file habeas briefs to challenge their detentions. The Bush administration responded to the Rasul ruling by establishing a system of military hearings to ensure that detainees were being held legally, and a system of trials – known as military commissions – in which military officers judged cases. Those hearings and trials were criticized, however, because they gave detainees fewer legal protections XE "legal protections"  than civilian courts would have given them. One major objection was that they would permit prosecutors to use evidence that had been obtained through coercive means, possibly through torture.

One of the detainees set to be tried by military commission – Salim Ahmed Hamdan, a Yemeni who had once been Al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden's driver – challenged the system's constitutionality, leading to another Supreme Court decision. In Hamdan v. Rumsfeld XE "Hamdan v. Rumsfeld" , the Court ruled that the military commissions were illegal without approval from Congress. In 2006, Congress approved a slightly revised commissions system by passing the Military Commissions Act. The law also deprived detainees of habeas corpus protections that would give them access to U.S. courts. The Supreme Court in a June 2008 decision struck down that part of the law.
 

During Bush's presidency, three detainees were tried and convicted under the military commissions XE "military commissions"  system. One was David Hicks, an Australian who pled guilty to material support of terrorism in 2007. Hicks was sentenced to nine months in prison, which he served in Australia. Another was Hamdan, the detainee who had challenged the trial system. He was convicted of material support of terrorism in August 2008 and sentenced to 66 months in prison. That sentence included the time he had already been detained, requiring him to serve only one more month. Hamdan served the remainder of his sentence in Yemen. The third was another Yemeni, Ali al-Bahlul, who was described as the "media chief" for Al Qaeda. He was given a life sentence in November 2008 for solicitation to commit murder, conspiracy and material support for terrorism. Bahlul refused to defend himself during his trial and prevented his lawyer from defending him.

In 2006, Bush announced that 14 "high-value" detainees being held by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) XE "Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)"  were being transferred to Guantanamo to be tried by military commissions. Those included Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, accused of being the mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, and others involved in those attacks. Prosecutors intended to seek the death penalty against some of the high-value detainees. At the other end of the spectrum were detainees judged to be of little or no interest. The U.S. turned over hundreds of those to the custody of their home countries, where they were imprisoned, released or put into rehabilitation programs. Many of the detainees who remained at Guantanamo at the end of the Bush administration fit into that category but could not be returned home, either because of difficulties negotiating the handover with their home countries or out of concern that they would be mistreated by their governments if they were repatriated. By the end of Bush's presidency, the number of detainees had fallen from a high of more than 700 to around 240.

Although at first, the Bush administration defended the Guantanamo detention center, over the years a consensus emerged that it had become an embarrassment to the U.S. and should be shut down. In 2006, Bush himself said that he would like to close the camp. During the 2008 presidential campaign, both Obama and his Republican opponent, Senator John McCain (Arizona), called for Guantanamo's closure. In January 2009, shortly after taking office, Obama issued an executive order to close the facility "as soon as practicable, and no later than one year from the date of this order." The order also established a panel to examine the issue of how to try the detainees suspected of crimes, and laid the framework for diplomacy leading to the relocation of those cleared for release. Along with ordering Guantanamo closed, Obama ordered an end to long-term detentions of terrorism suspects by the CIA and an end to coercive CIA interrogations. Obama also ordered a halt to detainees' military trials while his administration studied the cases.

The main problem Obama faced in closing Guantanamo, as Bush had earlier, was deciding what to do with the detainees. Many of those prisoners whom the U.S. wanted to relocate were Yemenis, and the U.S. had not been able to reach a satisfactory agreement with the government of Yemen to turn them over. Some U.S. officials said that was due to U.S. demands that Yemen restrict the freedom of the returned prisoners, and the reluctance of Yemen –– a country whose population is largely suspicious of the U.S. –– to comply. The U.S. was also concerned that Yemen might not be able to keep returned detainees from leaving the country.

Another concern was that certain detainees were likely to face torture or other mistreatment at the hands of their home governments. One often-cited example of that concern was the case of the Uighurs XE "Uighurs" , members of a Muslim minority in western China. Although some of the Uighur detainees at Guantanamo were relocated to Albania, the U.S. was unable to decide what to do with the remaining ones. The U.S. sought to convince its European allies to take some of the low-risk detainees, but it was unclear how many of them would agree to do so. Although some, such as France, Spain, Italy and Portugal, had indicated a possible willingness to accept detainees, others seemed less inclined. Some experts cited concerns that the released detainees might be more dangerous than they seemed, and that some of them might have become radicalized by their experience at Guantanamo. Another question was whether the U.S. itself would accept some of the low-risk detainees, a move that could make allies more likely to help but could also be politically unpopular in the U.S. The more dangerous detainees also posed a problem. If the U.S. continued to detain them, observers asked, where should they be held? Some proposals included military prisons at Fort Leavenworth, KS, and Charleston, S.C. Many U.S. lawmakers opposed housing the Guantanamo inmates in prisons in their communities, however, and none actually offered a local prison facility for that purpose. Among those who opposed the plan, there were fears that the facilities might be inadequate, or that communities surrounding those prisons might become the targets of terrorist attacks. Another suggestion was to transfer the detainees to an American military base outside the U.S., such as Bagram Air Force Base in Afghanistan. That suggestion was also controversial, however, because critics argued it would simply continue the policy of unjust detention begun at Guantanamo.

A more fundamental question was whether the high-risk detainees should continue to be held indefinitely or face trial. Khalid Sheikh Mohammed and other high-value detainees – those the U.S. would most like to put on trial – had been subjected to coercive interrogation techniques, including waterboarding XE "waterboarding" , which simulates the sensation of drowning. Since evidence obtained that way could be inadmissible in a U.S. court of law, it was uncertain whether they could be convicted if they were tried within the U.S. legal system. That point was illustrated in January 2009, when the Defense Department official presiding over the military commissions, Susan Crawford, ruled that a detainee named Mohammed al-Qahtani had been tortured at Guantanamo. Qahtani, whom U.S. authorities suspected of having attempted to take part in the Sept. 11 attacks, had been isolated and deprived of sleep for prolonged periods of time, exposed to extreme temperatures, menaced with dogs and subjected to various forms of humiliation during his captivity.

Critics argued either for trying detainees under the existing military commissions system or for the invention of a new, hybrid system, sometimes referred to as a national security court XE "national security court"  that would be overseen by federal judges and would afford defendants more rights than a military tribunal but fewer than the civilian court system. (Second-hand or hearsay XE "hearsay"  evidence, for instance, could be used against defendants, and they would not need to have been given Miranda warnings against making self-incriminating statements when arrested.) Others, however, were adamant that the detainees be tried within the U.S. court system. Otherwise, they said, the detainees could not receive fair trials. Those who oppose trying the Guantanamo detainees exclusively within the U.S. court system say that it is wrong to equate terrorism suspects with ordinary criminal suspects. In fighting terrorism, one goal is to keep those suspected of terrorism from being able to carry out attacks, rather than prosecuting them after the fact, they argue. Andrew McCarthy, a former federal prosecutor and author of Willful Blindness: A Memoir of the Jihad (2008), writes that "we turned to military justice because the civilian system had shown itself inadequate for the purpose at hand—and the purpose, remember, is not to provide due process for our enemies. The purpose is to secure our citizens by neutralizing as many of our enemies as possible."

Terrorism cases can present particular difficulties, critics say, especially if, as in the case of many of the Guantanamo detainees, the suspected terrorists were captured in battlefield conditions. That makes it much harder for due process to be followed, they contend. For instance, many of the Guantanamo detainees had not read Miranda warnings when captured, they note, creating potential problems if civilian courts tried them. Gathering evidence to convict them could also be next to impossible under the criminal justice system, they maintain. "Would I love every case to be tried in criminal court?" asks Neal Katyal, a law professor at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., who represented Salim Hamdan in his Supreme Court case and who advocates a system that is a cross between military commissions and criminal trials. "Of course. The reality is, when you're dealing with foreign investigations, particularly concerning events that occurred a long time ago, there are going to be a small handful of cases that you can't try in criminal court."

Another problem with trying the Guantanamo detainees in the criminal courts is that it risks publicizing sensitive evidence, opponents warn. The identities of sources with information on terrorism could be exposed, they argue, thereby compromising their value. Terrorists could also learn how U.S. forces operate, they say.

Critics are divided over the merits of the Guantanamo camp itself. Some say it provides the detainees with medical care and legal counsel and has been unfairly maligned. They also note that hundreds of detainees have been allowed to leave Guantanamo and return to their home countries. In addition, they say, Guantanamo has been a valuable source of information for the U.S., which has helped the U.S. to better pursue Al Qaeda and has likely helped prevent more terrorist attacks. Those who support Guantanamo disapprove of the idea of housing terrorists, or suspected terrorists, within the United States. Such a move turns the U.S. communities where they are located into targets for future attacks, they charge. For that reason, they say, housing the detainees in the U.S. will meet resistance from lawmakers. In fact, they note that the Senate passed a resolution in 2007 stating, "detainees housed at Guantanamo should not be released into American society, nor should they be transferred stateside into facilities in American communities and neighborhoods."

Those opponents also highlight what they say is the risk that detainees who are released from Guantanamo will commit more terrorist attacks. While there is disagreement over how many former Guantanamo detainees have returned to terrorist activity since being released (skeptics say the Bush administration inflated its estimates by including such acts as writing opinion pieces for the media), there are some documented examples. One often-mentioned case is that of Said Ali al-Shihri, a Guantanamo detainee released in 2007 who went on to become the head of Al Qaeda in Yemen and is suspected in the September 2008 bombing of the U.S. embassy there. Shihri's case highlights the dangers inherent in releasing Guantanamo detainees, critics say. Other critics are less supportive of Guantanamo but still maintain that something other than the regular criminal justice system is needed to try suspected terrorists. The conditions under which they are captured and the realities of antiterrorist efforts make it difficult or impossible to try terrorist suspects as if they were ordinary criminals, they say. For that reason, they argue, a hybrid system is needed. "It could give the executive branch flexibility that the criminal justice system rightly denies it in locking up individuals who mean to do America great harm, and it could also give those accused a robust set of procedural rights designed to protect against erroneous detention," writes Benjamin Wittes, Research Director in Public Law at the Brookings Institution and author of Law and the Long War: The Future of Justice in the Age of Terror (2008).

Those who claim the criminal justice system is the only way to try the Guantanamo detainees argue that withholding due-process rights from suspected terrorists is equivalent to treating them as if their guilt had already been established. That contradicts fundamental principles of American justice, they say. In so doing, it sends a message to the world that the U.S. does not care about legal fairness, and encourages other countries to behave in a similar fashion, they warn. Indeed, supporters caution against assuming that any of the detainees are guilty until they have had fair trials. They point out, for instance, that many detainees have been released from Guantanamo, even though the U.S. government originally portrayed the entire population of the camp as hardened, dangerous terrorists.

Proponents of trying detainees in criminal courts also argue that an alternate system would pose a permanent threat to civil liberties in America. Because it would be easier to secure convictions in any alternate system, they say, prosecutors (even of cases unrelated to terrorism) would attempt to use it. Its use would therefore expand from a handful of hard-to-try cases to a much larger proportion of all cases, they predict. Supporters of civilian courts XE "civilian courts"  reject the idea that a new, hybrid system such as a national security court represents an acceptable compromise between fairness and effectiveness. Any system that withholds constitutional rights from the accused cannot deal with detainees fairly, they insist. They add that there are practical problems with such a system as well. The trials are likely to be prolonged due to numerous legal challenges from defendants, they say, and in the end will lack legitimacy in the eyes of the public. In short, such a system would be just as bad as the current military commissions system, they argue.

Those in favor of prosecuting detainees in criminal courts reject the notion that the U.S. criminal justice system is not equipped to deal with the Guantanamo detainees. They note that in the past, U.S. courts have successfully prosecuted numerous terrorists, including the perpetrators of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and the bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998. There is no reason why they could not do so again, they assert. Jaffer and Wizner write that "any serious debate about the adequacy of the criminal justice system to handle these cases must begin not with the abstract concerns of scholars, but with the actual experiences of prosecutors." No matter how the detainees were captured and interrogated, the criminal justice system is still flexible enough to handle their cases, supporters add. Although many detainee interrogations were conducted for the purpose of gathering intelligence, judges can accept evidence obtained from those sessions even if no Miranda warning was given, they say. Similarly, the Classified Information Procedures Act usually allows prosecutors to withhold classified information entered as evidence as long as it is summarized for the court, they note. When there is a lack of specific evidence tying a defendant to terrorism, prosecutors can try him or her for "material support," they say, which the government has done in many terrorism cases since Sept. 11. In general, proponents argue, there are many legal tools the government can use to overcome the difficulties of trying suspected terrorists in U.S. criminal courts.

The debate over whether or not the Guantanamo detainees should be tried in civilian courts is just one part of the larger question of how the U.S. should deal with them. Some experts, for instance, have suggested treating them as prisoners of war, which under the Geneva Conventions could entitle the U.S. to hold them for the duration of the conflict in which they were captured. Various commentators define that conflict differently, however. Some see it as the war in Afghanistan, where many of the detainees were captured, while others see it as the larger "war on terror." Since it is difficult to define exactly what would constitute an end to the war on terror, that idea is opposed by many people. Others have floated the idea of an international court to try detainees. Similar arrangements have been made for war crimes committed in places such as the former Yugoslavia. Baltasar Garzón, a Spanish judge who has handled terrorism cases, has recommended an "international commission of distinguished jurists" from countries affected by terrorist activity that would determine if there was a basis for prosecuting individual detainees, and decide what to do with the others. Although Garzón envisions the group's decisions as being nonbinding, those decisions could be taken into account by the U.S. and other countries having to deal with detainee issues.

As long as the U.S. intends to try at least some of the detainees –– a choice Bush made and Obama is in the process of reexamining –– the question of where to try them will have to be addressed. The answer to that question may not be determined for quite some time.
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Questions for Thought

Is it practical to try suspected terrorists in the United States judicial system?

Do you agree with the decision to close the U.S. detention center at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba? Why or why not?

When the Guantanamo camp closes, as President Obama has ordered, how should the U.S. treat those detained there? Should they be held at some other location as prisoners of war, until the end of the conflict in Afghanistan or the U.S. war on terror? Or should they be tried or released? Explain your position.

If the Guantanamo detainees are tried, should it be in a U.S. court of law, by military commission (as some have been already), or by a system that combines features of the two, such as using federal judges to decide cases but offering fewer rights to the defendants than in ordinary criminal court?

Do you think the government should house Guantanamo detainees at prison facilities within the U.S., such as military prisons? Do you think that U.S. allies such as European countries should take any of the detainees? Explain your answers.

Topic Questions

When the U.S. detention center at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, is closed, should the detainees there be tried exclusively within the U.S. criminal justice system? 

What should be done with Gitmo detainees now?

Further Reading

Check out Global Security's Guantanamo Bay information page: http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/guantanamo-bay.htm 

The Human Rights Watch has it's own take here: http://www.hrw.org/en/category/topic/counterterrorism/guantanamo
The Guardian (UK) chimes in: http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/guantanamo-bay 

Check out the Joint Task Force Guantanamo for more information: http://www.jtfgtmo.southcom.mil/ 
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 “If health care reform happens in Vermont, and New Hampshire hears about it, and other states follow, it would put pressure on Washington to get something done." 

~ Bernie Sanders, (I-Vermont). 

“Health-care reform is a huge issue. It's also a huge battle. There are big vested interests that are just as bad as contractors and postal lobbyists." 

~ Jesper Koll, economist. 

“Health coverage for regular citizens isn't mandated by the Constitution, but we're obligated to provide adequate medical care for prisoners, whatever the cost." 

~ Jim Riley. 

“We all agree that access to health care is vital, but these spending mandates will drive away business and discourage job creation." 

~ Brad Anderson, former CEO at Best Buy. 

"I can not certify that members of the Senate will understand what they are reading." 

~ Senator Max Baucus on the health care reform bill he authored. 

Cash heals the US 
What would Hippocrates say? 

Premiums go up 

When President Obama gave a highly publicized speech to a joint session of Congress XE "joint session of Congress"  on the subject of health care reform, his remarks targeted an issue that reaches to the heart of many Americans. Obama's speech followed a summer of contentious debate on the subject, during which conservative critics accused Obama of taking steps toward a socialist XE "socialist"  health care system, alleging that his plan would lead to the government making crucial decisions regarding individuals' health care. Obama retorted that, rather than engaging in an honest debate, his opponents were deliberately spreading misinformation and had resorted to scare tactics and lies.1 

Some observers say that health care reform is essential because health insurance XE "health insurance"  costs are rising faster than individuals' and companies' ability to defray them. They argue that those skyrocketing costs are responsible for some of the slowing of the economy in recent years; Americans, they say, spend far too much money on an inefficient health care system that hardly warrants the excessive fees charged by insurance companies. Most Americans currently receive health insurance that is paid for in part by their employers XE "employers" . Nevertheless, almost 50 million people in the U.S. are uninsured, either by choice or because they are unemployed or employed only part time. Going to doctors and hospitals without insurance is extremely expensive, often costing far more than most people can afford. In order to recoup money lost from treating uninsured patients, doctors and hospitals must charge the insured more for care, which, in turn, causes insurance companies to raise their rates.2 

Obama's speech offered a variety of ideas currently being considered in several competing bills in Congress. Although he often used the singular term "bill" to describe his ideas for reform, there were in September and are now numerous proposals for healthcare reform. The common goal of these proposals is to reduce health care costs and to achieve a form of universal health care XE "universal health care" . One of those provisions would require all U.S. residents to carry health insurance. Companies would be forced to provide insurance for their workers, while individuals would have to buy coverage either through their employer or independently. Under Obama's plan, the government would provide subsidies XE "subsidies"  for individuals and families who would not otherwise be able to afford insurance. Washington Post journalist Ceci Connolly notes, "[j]ust as drivers must purchase auto insurance XE "auto insurance" , the medical system of the future would put responsibility for health coverage first and foremost on every adult."3 

The idea of requiring individuals to carry health insurance, and requiring insurance companies to provide everyone with some form of health insurance--usually referred to as "health care mandates XE "health care mandates" "--is controversial. In fact, during his contentious battle with then-Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton for the Democratic nomination for president, then-Senator Obama opposed mandates, leading to several heated exchanges between the two candidates during televised debates.4 

Since then, health care mandates have been embraced by parties usually in opposition. Indeed, Obama has reversed his own stance on the issue, now arguing that mandates would drive down insurance costs. In 2006, meanwhile, then-Governor Mitt Romney of Massachusetts (later a GOP candidate for president) helped that state pass a comprehensive health care reform bill that included mandates. Connolly writes in the Post: "[I]n a nation that prides itself on having freedom of choice, it is striking that such a wide and diverse coalition has formed around the individual mandate. Labor unions, economists, the medical industry, big business, some prominent Republicans and Obama all support the requirement, which has its roots in the conservative philosophy of self-reliance XE "self-reliance" ."5 

Analysts note that any insurance pool that includes people less likely to need service will bring down rates for everyone, because more people will pay into the system but fewer will need expensive service. Requiring healthy people to carry insurance would spread the cost of health care throughout the entire U.S. population, driving the average cost down, although it would not likely impact the total cost of care. CNNMoney writer Jennifer Liberto notes, "Forcing everyone to buy in would beef up the pool of the young and old, healthy and sick. That in turn would spread risk and help keep health insurance affordable."6 

Is it a good idea to impose health insurance requirements on both individuals and companies? Will mandates help drive down health insurance costs, or will they make health care even more expensive for Americans? Advocates of health care mandates say that insuring more healthy people will decrease costs for everyone by more fairly spreading the cost of health care among the sick and the healthy. They also argue that once other reforms are enacted to bring down the overall cost of health care and individual insurance premiums XE "insurance premiums" , there will be no excuse for any American not to carry coverage. Those who oppose the mandates insist that they would make health insurance more expensive, not less. Forcing healthy people to carry insurance will require that those individuals pay more than their fair share to support sick people. Additionally companies might be less likely to hire new workers if they must pay for insurance for those workers.7 

Several presidents have attempted unsuccessfully to achieve universal health coverage in the U.S., ranging from Democrats such as Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman to Republican Richard Nixon. The most recent notable attempt occurred in 1993, when President Bill Clinton appointed the First Lady XE "First Lady"  to head a task force to reform the U.S. health care system. The proposal Clinton and her aides offered was heavily opposed by many in the health care industry and was ultimately defeated.8 

In 2006, the Massachusetts state legislature passed a statewide health care reform bill. Among the most controversial aspects of the new program, Commonwealth Care XE "Commonwealth Care" , are health insurance mandates. The plan requires companies with 11 or more employees to pay a portion of those workers' insurance. At the time the plan was passed Ron Pollack of the health care consumer group Families USA lauded it as "an historic precedent that creates a partnership involving the public and private sector, as well as employers and individuals."9 

Under the Massachusetts system, uninsured individuals who do not qualify for Medicaid XE "Medicaid" --a federally funded health care program for the poor--are eligible for subsidies from the state to help them pay for insurance. Under the state's health plan, individuals earning less than $32,508 a year and families earning less than $66,168 a year are eligible for assistance. For individuals earning less than $16,168, and families making less than $33,084, the state pays the entire cost of the monthly insurance premiums. The Massachusetts plan also established the Health Connector XE "Health Connector" , a health care exchange open to all state residents. The Connector allows access to Commonwealth Choice XE "Commonwealth Choice" , which the state describes as "an unsubscribed offering of six private health plans, selected by competitive bidding, and available...to individuals, families and certain employers in the state." People are thus able to examine different insurance plans and choose the one that best fits their needs.10 

Although the Massachusetts system is successful at increasing health coverage, it has been unable to rein in the galloping health care costs in the state. Analysts on both sides of the aisle take issue with Massachusetts approach to universal health care and point out that citizens of the Bay State pay premiums that are almost twice the national average.11 

The Daily Kos, a hard left political blog, published a scathing review of the law that concluded: "[s]o to recap, of the entire state of Massachusetts, we have full 2007-2009 premium data for about 5 percent of [the Massachusetts population]. One-third of those had their premiums drop 40 percent, but still pay double the national average. The other 2/3rd had their premiums increase 20 percent. In group plans XE "group plans" , we know that just between 2007 and 2008, premiums increased 12 percent."12 

During the 2008 race for the Democratic nomination for president, then-Senators Clinton and Obama debated the issue of health care mandates. Although the two candidates agreed on most aspects of the health care reform conversation, Clinton supported mandating health insurance, while Obama felt that imposing mandates on the uninsured would unduly burden individuals who could not afford insurance. During a televised debate between the two in Los Angeles, Obama insisted that almost all Americans would purchase health insurance if they could afford it, making mandates unnecessary if other cost-reducing reforms were passed. Indeed, Obama insisted, only Americans who were poor would not purchase health insurance; mandating health insurance coverage, he argued, would therefore harm the poor. He said during the debate that "if, in fact, you are going to mandate the purchase of insurance and it's not affordable, then there's going to have to be some enforcement mechanism that the government uses. And they may charge people who already don't have health care fines, or have to take it out of their paychecks. And that, I don't think, is helping those without health insurance."13 

Clinton, meanwhile, argued that healthy individuals who did not have health insurance were driving up costs by not contributing at all to the general insurance pool XE "insurance pool" . She also argued that many healthy Americans who could afford to carry health insurance simply opted not to. During her debate with Obama, she said that it was "important to recognize that right now, there are people who could afford health care[;]...they're people who just don't feel they have to accept that responsibility." Clinton argued that requiring all Americans to have health insurance would establish "shared responsibility" for health costs.14 

Since becoming president, Obama has reversed his position on mandates. Explaining that reversal, he told CBS News medical correspondent Jonathan LaPook, "I've been persuaded that there are enough young, uninsured people who are cheap to cover, but are opting out. To make sure that those folks are part of the overall pool is the best way to make sure that all of our premiums go down."15 

Explaining the need for reform during his speech to Congress, Obama said: "We spend one and a half times more per person on health care than any other country, but we aren't any healthier for it. This is one of the reasons that insurance premiums have gone up three times faster than wages. It's why so many employers--especially small businesses--are forcing their employees to pay more for insurance, or are dropping their coverage entirely.... And it's why those of us with health insurance are also paying a hidden and growing tax for those without it--about $1,000 per year that pays for somebody else's emergency room and charitable care."16 

The various health care reform bills currently being debated by Congress tend to emulate the Massachusetts system but differ from each other slightly. Most of the bills contain provisions restricting insurance companies from canceling people's coverage once they get sick. They would also keep companies from denying coverage to people with preexisting conditions XE "preexisting conditions"  (illnesses contracted before insurance is applied for). Most of the bills would additionally create a health care exchange, similar to the Massachusetts Health Connector program. Depending on the specifics of each bill, that exchange would be available either to all Americans or to just the uninsured, and would allow people to compare competing health plans directly. Many of the bills under consideration would create a so-called public option--a government-run health care plan that would compete with private insurers. Those public options vary in strength and availability; some would be open to all Americans, while others would be available only to uninsured people. The bills also differ in their rules regarding mandates. Most of the bills require all U.S. legal residents to carry insurance, and force most businesses to pay for at least some of the cost of that insurance. The bills offer subsidies to help the unemployed who cannot afford insurance. Depending on how much money individuals have--or make--they would receive varying amounts of assistance from the federal government to pay for a health care plan. Individuals still opting not to buy any kind of insurance would face a fine, as would employers who do not offer insurance to their workers.17 

Supporters of health care mandates argue that they would force all Americans to share the cost of health care. Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul Krugman, a supporter of mandates, writes, that "[t]he whole point of a universal health insurance system is that everyone pays in, even if they're currently healthy, and in return everyone has insurance coverage if and when they need it."18 

According to mandate supporters, many Americans who willfully refuse health insurance are acting irresponsibly and raising health care costs for everybody else. The largest group of uninsured Americans consists mainly of young, healthy people who feel they do not need insurance; advocates note that if and when those individuals get sick, they are usually unable to afford their doctor and emergency room visits, which causes overall health care costs to rise. Obama said in his speech to Congress, "[i]f there are affordable options and people still don't sign up for health insurance, it means we pay for these people's expensive emergency room visits."19 

Opponents of mandates for health coverage point out that the main aspect of health care reform is reducing the overall cost of health insurance. They assert that, without lower costs, forcing people to carry insurance would be pointless. David Cutler, an economic adviser to Obama during his primary campaign, notes, "[y]ou'll never get someone to buy something if it's not affordable and not accessible. People just don't do it."20 

Mandates alone will not make insurance cheaper; other reforms are required to make a true difference in the cost of health care. Glen Whitman, an economics professor at California State University in Northridge, writes, "[t]here do exist regulatory reforms that could make [health care] more affordable, but those reforms are desirable independent of the individual mandate. The mandate seeks to command a better outcome--more insured people--while doing nothing to make it happen."21 As anyone who's ever driven over 55 mph knows, Whitman continues, mandating something is not the same as making it happen. Realistically, some individuals will not comply. "Forty-seven states currently require drivers to purchase liability auto insurance. Do 100 percent of drivers in those states have insurance? No. For states with an auto insurance mandate, the median percentage of drivers who are uninsured is 12 percent. In some states, the figure is much higher. For example, in California, where auto insurance is mandatory, 25 percent of drivers are uninsured — more than the percentage of Californians who lack health insurance."22 

Many critics stress that healthy people should not be forced to share the costs of other people's health insurance. Michael Cannon of the libertarian think tank the Cato Institute has said, "[m]andates are about hunting down those healthy people and forcing them to pay--it's a tax on the healthy."23 

Other critics insist that the entire employer-funded health insurance system in the U.S. is causing most of the country's health care problems. Requiring employers to provide insurance for their workers would only worsen an already bad system, those critics say. Grace-Marie Turner of the health care policy think tank the Galen Institute writes, "[r]ather than changing one of the worst features of American health care--the fact that insurance is almost always tied to employment--it would carve that fact in stone."24 

Some small business owners in Massachusetts, meanwhile, have argued that the state's employer mandates have harmed their businesses. Dave Ratner, president of the company Dave's Soda, told CNNMoney that almost two-thirds of his 90 employees have opted out of health insurance, because they are covered on other family members' plans, forcing him to pay a $275 fine for each of those workers. He complains, "[i]t's insane.... The fines won't put me under, but it's not fair. The state is making it harder for small business to succeed here." Others have argued that Massachusetts has forced businesses to periodically add new benefits to employers' plans, such as prescription drug coverage, that those businesses cannot afford. Bill Vernon, of the National Federation of Independent Business, told CNNMoney, "[r]egulators just can't continue to pile on the benefits--and costs."25 

Critics argue that mandates will make it harder for people to find jobs. Businesses will end up hiring fewer people, knowing that they must pay hundreds of dollars each month to insure every additional employee, critics say. Workers, meanwhile, will be forced to spend more money than they can afford on health care, even if they are healthy. Economist Tyler Cowen writes, "[w]e're forcing relatively poor workers to consume more medical insurance, and more medical care, than they wish to, at the expense of their cash income." Opponents of health care mandates also argue that, because those mandates will require individuals to carry minimum coverage, they will, according to Cowen, "limit competition in the content of policies and also the expense of policies." Cowen argues that requiring insurance companies to carry people on minimal plans will limit the range of policies the companies can offer. Cowen asserts that the government should provide direct assistance to those people, rather than forcing insurance companies to change how they operate. He writes, "Mandating private insurance means that the government has to regulate the content of that coverage and that private insurance will likely become more cumbersome and more contested and more expensive for everyone."26 

In any event, it is likely that health care reform will dominate the domestic agenda for well into 2010. 
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Questions for Thought 

· Should the government force people to carry health insurance? Why or why not? 
· Why do you think health care is so expensive? How might those costs be lowered? 
· If health care costs were lowered, do you think people would sign up for health care on their own if it was not required? 

· If the government required people to carry health insurance, should it redistribute wealth so that those who are unable to afford the insurance will be given money from those who can? 

Further Reading

Check out the CATO institute's page on health care reform: http://healthcare.cato.org/ 

And a similar website maintained by the National Center for Policy Analysis: http://healthcare.ncpa.org/ 

Read up on the Obama Administration's health care plans here: http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/health-care 

The Freeman has an interesting article on the morality of mandated healthcare. Read up here: http://www.thefreemanonline.org/columns/the-immorality-of-government-mandated-health-care/ 
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 “This potential fraud, now under active investigation by the state and other authorities, may indicate the need for stronger oversight and active regulation of the hedge fund industry.” ~Richard Blumenthal, Attorney General of Connecticut

“This is not a retail driven market. It's the hedge funds, the mutual funds and the institutional investors driving the action ... they come in all buying or all selling and that's why you're seeing so much volatility,” ~Lewis Borsellino, independent trader and trading analyst

“My 16-year-old son has all of his college money invested in stock with Merrill. He's not in hedge funds. His money is in AT&T.” ~Adriane Berg, market consultant

“An investment in the true cost of Christmas would have yielded a better return than the stock market over the past year. However, the true cost of Christmas hedge fund has yet to be created.” ~Jeff Kleintop

“The historical performance of hedge funds indicates that they deserve a little more rope, after 14 years of being tracked by professionals, now that they have hit a soft spot in their track record.” ~Charles Gradante, market analyst

Hedge funds XE "Hedge funds"  have become increasingly popular, powerful and controversial in recent years. Although precise definitions of hedge funds vary, they are generally described as private partnerships that invest in a wide array of assets such as stocks XE "stocks" , bonds XE "bonds"  and real estate XE "real estate" . Typically, they cater to wealthy individuals and employ aggressive strategies, such as investing with significant amounts of borrowed money (or debt). Because hedge funds raise money privately, they are exempt from many government regulations XE "government regulations"  that apply only to public funds, such as mutual funds.

Mutual fund's performance is marked against a relevant benchmark XE "benchmark"  which they try to beat in “up” years with superior performance and protect their investors with less losses in “bad” years (pooled investment vehicle similar to a hedge fund). They can use some securities that have returns traditionally uncorrelated with the overall market but in general they are limited to stocks, money market accounts, and bonds. Anyone can invest in mutual funds and mutual funds calculate the price of their vehicle daily based on the number of investors and the market rate XE "market rate"  or cost for a mutual fund goes up as it becomes more popular. You can find mutual fund of fund products and they have been rising in popularity in the past 5 years- Average cost of a mutual fund is 75 basis points or .75% per year.

Contrary to popular misconception, hedge funds do not only invest in publicly traded securities. They often invest in art, futures, PIPE (Private Investment in Private Equity XE "Private Investment in Private Utility" ) deals, real estate and other investment vehicles that aren't highly correlated to the general market. Depending on who you ask, there are around 12-14,000 hedge funds competing against each other. Hedge funds have developed an image as being ultra risky employing dangerous investments, but hedge funds may invest in art, website domain names, stocks, bonds, options, futures, Foreign Exchange, or wind power farms. Hedge funds manage their portfolios aiming for absolute growth XE "absolute growth"  targets and they do not usually compare themselves against any stock exchange-based benchmark such as the S & P 500 or Russell 3000 XE "S & P 500 or Russell 3000" . Most hedge funds are attempting to invest their money in a manner that is uncorrelated with the overall market. You have to be an accredited investor XE "accredited investor"  (if you live in America. This means meeting high net worth standards) to invest in a hedge fund. An individual investing in a hedge fund may see his investment reinvested in another fund. This way if someone has $2M to invest they can place it into a “hedge fund of a hedge fund” that will create a portfolio for the investor's funds that fits the investor's appetite for risk. While fees are starting to decline, the average hedge fund manager charges a 2% base fee XE "base fee"  and a 20% performance fee XE "performance fee" .

Many financial analysts have welcomed the rise of hedge funds, praising them for using creative investment strategies and bringing increased activity to financial markets. But other analysts take the completely opposite position, arguing that hedge funds are reckless and could threaten the well-being of the entire economy. Those detractors argue that hedge funds should be placed under tighter government regulation XE "regulation" , in order to minimize their potential to cause economic harm. The earliest form of hedge fund dates back to the late 1940s, but only recently have they exploded in popularity. According to the Federal Reserve Board XE "Federal Reserve Board" , there were more than 9,000 hedge funds operating worldwide at the end of 2006, managing a total of about $1.5 trillion in assets. (Other sources say that their worth might be even greater, but it is difficult to measure with precision.) The overall amount of money invested in hedge funds has increased about tenfold since 1999, experts estimate.

As the hedge fund industry has ballooned in size, concern over its impact on the economy has also grown, and some observers have called for the funds to be more closely regulated. In 2004, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) XE "Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)" , the government's primary financial regulatory body, established a new rule that required hedge fund managers to register with the commission and submit some of their records to periodic inspection. Advocates of increased regulation widely praised the SEC's move; however, a federal court overturned the rule in 2006, branding it "arbitrary." Since the SEC rule was struck down, various plans to increase hedge fund regulation have been proposed, some of which are currently under consideration by Congress. Meanwhile, opponents of increased registration are arguing that it is unnecessary. They contend that too much government oversight could ultimately hurt the performance of both hedge funds and the economy as a whole.

To an outside observer, the controversy over hedge funds might initially look like an obscure problem best left to financial experts. However, an increasing number of politicians, journalists and other interested parties are entering the debate. Much of their concern stems from the fact that pension funds (funds containing money that is intended to support workers after retirement) are now starting to invest in hedge funds. There is now widespread anxiety that many middle-class people could lose a lot of their pension money if the hedge fund industry falters, leaving them in a tough financial position after retiring. Supporters of increased government regulation argue that most hedge funds are secretive, reckless entities that endanger the economy in an effort to maximize profits. They criticize many of the tactics employed by hedge funds, such as investing with borrowed money and taking gambles on the future performance of stocks XE "future performance of stocks" , which are sometimes viewed as too risky. The government needs to police hedge funds more closely in order to minimize the danger they pose to the economy, regulation proponents contend; in their view, hedge fund advisers should again be compelled by law to register with the SEC. Some advocates urge stricter measures, such as imposing high taxes on hedge funds and limiting middle-class investors' access to them.

Opponents of increased government regulation, on the other hand, maintain that hedge funds generally do good things for the economy. They contend that the so-called reckless tactics employed by the funds are really not dangerous or unusual at all, and in fact can help to create both greater activity and stability in financial markets. Hedge funds are simply misunderstood, opponents of regulation say, by people who are not sufficiently well versed in their operation. They further argue that increased government regulation would only hurt the profitability of hedge funds (and might drive them to relocate outside the U.S.) to the detriment of the national economy.

Although their origin is disputed, the concept of hedge funds is generally attributed to Alfred Winslow Jones, a sociologist who wrote for Fortune during the 1940s. He left the magazine in 1948, and the next year started his own investment fund, which he termed a "hedged fund." (Hedging, in financial terms, simply means using an investment strategy XE "investment strategy"  that is designed to limit the risk of losses. But, despite their name, hedge funds do not always employ hedging strategies.) Jones was instrumental in setting precedents for many characteristic hedge fund practices. For instance, he often used borrowed money for investment purposes, in anticipation of getting bigger returns. That practice, which is known as using leverage XE "leverage" , can become risky if the investment fails to generate a profit or if interest rates on the borrowed money are excessively high. Another precedent set by Jones was that he took 20% of the profits from his fund as a form of salary, a practice continued today by many fund managers. According to Institutional Investor, the top 25 hedge fund managers earned an average of $251 million apiece in 2004, far more than the average corporate Chief Executive Officer. Jones's investment strategy, which involved taking both "long XE "long" " and "short XE "short" " positions on stocks, was significant as well. Basically, investors take a long position when they buy a stock and hope that it will increase in value, thereby generating a profit. The short position is almost the exact opposite; investors borrow a stock and sell it, hoping that it will then drop in price so they can buy it back more cheaply and make a profit that way. Both methods can be highly successful, but only if investors are able to predict accurately whether the stocks in question will go up or down in value.

Though the financial world has changed radically since the late 1940s, contemporary hedge funds still have a reputation for employing leverage and taking short positions (otherwise known as "shorting" or "short selling") on stocks. However, they differ from Jones's model in that they tend to be larger and sometimes use more aggressive investing strategies.

Hedge funds are growing substantially in popularity. During the period from 2000 to 2002, the U.S. economy slumped due in large part to the so-called "dot com bust," when the value of many Internet-related stocks dropped off sharply. But hedge funds performed unusually well during those years, often managing to break even or earn profits. As a result, many analysts praised hedge funds for being highly adaptable and for encouraging increased liquidity XE "liquidity"  (high levels of trading activity) in financial markets.

In December 2004, the SEC made a significant – but ultimately unsuccessful – attempt to place hedge funds under increased government regulation. The commission voted to adopt a new rule that would require hedge fund managers who controlled more than $30 million in assets to register with the SEC by February 1, 2006. Once they were registered, fund managers would be obliged to turn over some of their records to the SEC for periodic inspection. The new registration rule would enable the SEC to monitor hedge fund activities more closely. Proponents of the rule maintained that it would help to prevent hedge fund managers from engaging in fraud or taking excessive investment risks. On the other hand, critics of the rule argued that hedge funds should remain largely private and exempt from close government scrutiny that might hamper their performance without adequate cause.

Although the rule was controversial, about 1,000 hedge fund managers opted to obey it, registering with the SEC by the February 2006 deadline. However, a federal appeals court intervened in June 2006 and struck down the SEC rule on technical grounds, meaning that hedge fund managers were no longer obliged to register with the commission. Those managers who had already obeyed the rule were given the option to "de-register," but some opted to remain registered in order to demonstrate that they had nothing to hide from the SEC. In February 2007, the matter of hedge fund regulation was addressed again by the President's Working Group on Financial Markets XE "President's Working Group on Financial Markets" , another government monitor. The group issued guidelines encouraging the funds to avoid unnecessary risks, but declined to impose any new legal requirements on them. Some analysts interpreted the group's actions as a sign that the government was not really interested in increasing formal hedge fund regulation, and was content to let the industry monitor itself for the time being.

The SEC, for its part, has continued fighting to increase its oversight over hedge funds. In 2007, the commission implemented a new rule enabling it to sue hedge fund managers for lying to their investors about their backgrounds, investing strategies and the performance of their funds. Meanwhile, in the same month, the House and Senate finance committees held separate hearings to discuss the pros and cons of increased hedge fund regulation, including a proposed Senate bill that would raise taxes for some hedge fund managers. The hearings did not lead to immediate action on the issue, but they again brought the regulation debate into the political spotlight.

Proponents of increased regulation argue that hedge fund managers routinely engage in secretive and reckless behavior, and therefore need to be brought under stricter government oversight XE "government oversight" . Because hedge funds use aggressive tactics like short-selling and borrowing money heavily, they run a constant risk of failing and damaging the broader economy unless they are more closely monitored, regulation supporters say. Voicing those concerns, former SEC chairman William Donaldson has called the hedge fund industry "a ticking time bomb that is going to blow up at some point." Jordan Stancil, a contributor to The Nation, acknowledges that many hedge fund managers are "extraordinarily brilliant" but contends that they are by no means "morally and intellectually infallible." According to Stancil, managers routinely take risky "bets" on the projected direction of the economy that must sometimes fail. He writes that “[a]s with any bet, the only way to be sure you'll win is to see into the future. Since hedge fund managers, like other human beings, lack this ability, and since it is widely accepted that their business poses a significant risk to the world economy, it is unclear how there can be a good argument against some form of regulation.”

Regulation backers have endorsed a number of different proposals for bringing hedge funds under tighter control. All hedge fund managers should be obliged to register with the SEC, they argue, and the SEC should also have the power to inspect hedge fund records to ensure that their managers are not engaging in fraud or overly reckless behavior. Some observers have called for more radical controls over hedge funds, such as passing legislation that would raise taxes on hedge fund profits or limit certain types of investments in the funds. Increased regulation is crucial, proponents argue, because hedge funds clearly pose a risk to the health of the economy as a whole. "I'm amazed that hedge funds aren't already more tightly regulated," says David Tittsworth, executive director of the Investment Adviser Association. "It seems to me the evidence is clearly there to show they can have a negative impact on the economy as well as on individuals if things go wrong." To illustrate his point, Tittsworth cites the example of LTCM, the hedge fund that lost billions of dollars in 1998 and had to be bailed out with aid from the Federal Reserve. Supporters of increased regulation note that two of LTCM's board members had shared the 1997 Nobel Prize in economics, and yet they had been unable to forestall the fund's rapid decline. The lesson of LTCM is that even the most seasoned fund managers are not above making serious mistakes, and they need to be monitored more closely, regulation supporters say.

Hedge funds are not helping their attempt to avoid further regulation when they engage in unscrupulous practices. A Long Island hedge fund known for making controversial deals in penny stocks XE "penny stocks"  continues to be accused by its investors of making up its returns. The latest accusations against NIR Group's $770 million family of hedge funds (run from Roslyn, New York, by 38-year-old Corey Ribotsky) come from investor Steven Mizel, who in a lawsuit against Ribotsky and one of his funds claims they "appear to have provided investors with valuations of the Fund's securities which are wholly fanciful." Redemption battles between hedge funds and their investors have raged during the credit crisis amid efforts by hedge funds to slow the outflow of cash. Big hedge fund firms like Cerberus Capital Management have imposed redemption restrictions, and some investor redemption efforts at firms like Highland Capital Management have become contentious and wound up in court (see Hedge Hell). But it has been rare for hedge fund investors trying to redeem money to accuse their fund managers of fabricating return numbers. Mizel and Palmetto Partners, who have been seeking to redeem their $1.7 million stake in NIR's AJW Qualified Partners since September, sued Ribotsky in New York state court in Mineola in March, alleging breach of fiduciary duty and anticipatory breach of contract. In court papers filed in June, 2009, Mizel and Palmetto say, "even sophisticated investors are entitled to recourse against something which has all of the indicia of a scam."

Ribotsky's main investment strategy has been to make private investments in public equity, known as PIPEs. In those deals Ribotsky invested cash in thinly traded public companies, in return for securities convertible into discounted common shares XE "common shares"  of the company. The result of a Ribotsky investment has often been that the company's stock plummets in value, but Ribotsky has continued to post excellent returns. In a note to investors last year, Ribotsky said one of his main funds was up 8.27% in the first nine months of 2008 and that NIR Group funds had experienced "little volatility and have had positive returns in 114 out of 117 months." Nevertheless, in October Ribotsky told investors he was restructuring and halting redemptions in his funds. Court documents show Ribotsky gave his investors three options: Convert their holdings into a new fund with a three-year lock-up and no withdrawal rights; transfer their stakes into a new fund with the ability to redeem 12.5% of their investment per quarter; or remain in the dormant original fund with redemptions XE "redemptions"  suspended. Mizel, who has frequently filed and settled investor lawsuits, does not believe there was a good faith reason for the suspension of redemptions, claiming NIR was hit with few redemption requests, was not leveraged, and claimed positive returns. Mizel says Ribotsky suspended redemptions out of "fear that redemptions would expose (NIR's) inflated valuations of the Fund's assets." In addition, Mizel claims NIR has refused access to documents that would let him value the fund's assets independently but offered to get a third party to buy him out at a substantial discount. In defense of his valuations, Ribotsky says an independent valuation firm, WTAS, puts them together and Marcum and Kliegman audit his books. Bingham McCutchen does his legal work. In a statement, NIR Group says Mizel's original investment agreement clearly provided for the suspension of redemptions and that the hedge fund has agreed to provide every document Mizel requested, subject to confidentiality, except for a confidential list of the fund's members.

Regulation has become even more important recently, supporters say, because hedge funds are no longer an exclusive pursuit of the extremely wealthy. A number of pension funds have also started to invest in them, meaning that the financial well being of many middle class people is also at risk from potential hedge fund meltdowns. "An increasing amount of ordinary people's money is available for use at the global gambling table," writes Janet Bush in the New Statesman. "But how much could be at risk? We just don't know – and that means there is scope for any number of nasty surprises." Bush further argues that hedge funds have the capacity to "wreck perfectly healthy and well-run companies" by short selling their stock. Critics of the shorting method argue that it is an unethical way of profiting from, and perhaps even aggravating, a company's misfortunes; they also note that the shorting method is inherently risky and can easily backfire if a stock does not drop in price as expected. Therefore, hedge funds that rely heavily on short selling run a constant risk of failure, which some analysts say is not justifiable.

In brief, proponents of regulation contend that government bodies such as the SEC could prevent hedge funds from taking unnecessary risks – such as over-relying on short selling and leverage – and collapsing when market conditions turn against them. Academic Lawrence E. Mitchell would go further, and have Congress impose "punitive taxes" on hedge fund managers and other investors who use similar tactics. Without greater controls, Mitchell argues, "an economy grounded in short-term, rapid-fire finance is an economy likely to self-destruct over the long haul."

Supporters of the status quo maintain that hedge funds are operating perfectly well at present and will only be hampered by enhanced government monitoring. Furthermore, they maintain that the allegedly risky behavior of hedge funds is often beneficial to the economy, and should be encouraged rather than curtailed. "If hedge funds did not take risks, their social benefits—the provision of market liquidity, improved risk-sharing and support for financial and economic innovation, among others—would largely disappear," says Federal Reserve XE "Federal Reserve"  Chairman Ben Bernanke. Bernanke's remarks reflect the positive view that hedge funds are usually beneficial, cutting-edge investment vehicles, with the capacity to keep financial markets both active and stable through quick trading and other rapid-fire maneuvers. Along similar lines, journalist Duff McDonald notes in New York magazine that hedge funds have "decreased volatility in the market" because they are "more nimble than traditional long-only funds and can swoop in and correct market mispricings before they can get extreme." According to that view, hedge funds are a boon because they are uniquely capable of taking fast action to stabilize economic conditions and address problems that arise in the market. Increased government monitoring would only slow the hedge funds down, critics of regulation say, and rob them of their most valuable qualities.

But if hedge funds are so beneficial, why do many observers view them as dangerous enterprises that need to be more highly regulated? Opponents of regulation maintain that most people are simply ignorant about how hedge funds really work—including journalists, government officials and even some financial analysts—and that ignorance can lead them to develop groundless anxieties about the funds' role in the economy. Ed Easterling, president of the Crestmont Research group, notes that hedge funds can "appear elusive and exclusive" because they conduct so much of their business privately, by necessity. In his view, this causes the funds to be regarded with unfounded suspicion: "When the underinformed view an unfamiliar process that operates with different principles and objectives, the natural result is myth and misunderstanding." According to Easterling, one myth is that hedge funds are very lightly regulated at present. "Hedge funds are required to comply with every rule, regulation and law that affects virtually all investors in the financial markets," he maintains, adding that existing laws and regulations already govern who can invest in a hedge fund, and require "some managers to register as investment advisers." Easterling and other critics of increased regulation argue that the existing laws are adequate to ensure that the majority of hedge funds conduct their business in a lawful and responsible fashion.

Opponents of increased regulation further contend that the economic dangers posed by hedge funds are exaggerated. They note that the hedge fund industry is still relatively small, and therefore unlikely to cause massive economic problems; according to some estimates, the industry accounts for only about 2% of total worldwide investments. Critics of regulation also note that many hedge funds are quite successful, and argue that alarming stories of hedge funds collapsing and endangering the economy are given disproportionate attention by the media. Alexander Ineichen of UBS Global Asset Management, remarking on the possibility of hedge fund failures, says, "it does happen, but from a probability point of view, it is quite rare." Ineichen also maintains that stories of fraud in the hedge fund industry are widely exaggerated.

In short, opponents of increased regulation argue that hedge funds are not nearly so dangerous as their detractors maintain, and increased regulation of their activities might cause more harm than good. On those grounds, Represenative Spencer Bachus (R – Alabama) contends that Congress "should not be taking legislative action" on the hedge fund issue. "If Congress attempts to regulate or tax any specific sector of the financial services industry XE "financial services industry"  without a thorough understand of the role it plays in our financial system, the risk of unintended, unnecessary, burdensome, or harmful regulation is real," he cautions. Bachus and other observers have also predicted that, if hedge funds are placed under tighter controls in the U.S., they might simply choose to migrate to other countries where regulations are lighter and take their business with them. "The last thing we need is taxation and legislation that would cause a flight of capital out of the United States," Bachus argues.

Controversy aside, the hedge fund industry appears to be thriving for the moment. Kevin Quirk of the consulting firm Casey, Quirk and Associates estimates that investors will pour a further $510 billion into the funds by 2010. He also expects that hedge fund investing strategies will become increasingly popular and widely used. "Today's hedge fund techniques are really going to become tomorrow's active investing," he says.
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Questions for Thought

In your opinion, should the federal government impose stricter regulations on the hedge fund industry? Why or why not? In general, do you think that the government should have more or less control over major financial entities such as large corporations and hedge funds?

If you had a million dollars to spare, would you invest in a hedge fund? 

Hedge funds are often criticized for taking on debt in order to invest more heavily. Do you agree with this criticism? Or do you think that taking on debt is sometimes justifiable? Would you be willing to take on significant debt, if you needed the money for an important reason?

Analysts disagree on whether hedge funds are beneficial or harmful to the economy. Based on what you know so far, which position would you take and why? Do you think that the benefits of hedge funds outweigh their alleged potential to cause economic damage?

Sample Topic Questions

How should the SEC handle unscrupulous hedge fund practices?

Would the Obama hedge fund regulation plan result in capital flight from the United States?

Did Bernard Madoff destroy the hedge fund manager's reputation?

Further Research

HedgeFund.net is the leading source for information on hedge fund performance: http://www.hedgefund.net/ 
The University of Iowa has a great webpage answering frequently asked questions about hedge funds: http://www.uiowa.edu/ifdebook/faq/Hedge.shtml 

Read about Bernad Madoff and the biggest hedge fund scam ever: http://online.wsj.com/documents/Madoff_SECdocs_20081217.pdf 
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 “No matter what other nations may say about the United States, immigration is still the sincerest form of flattery.” ~Clayton Cramer, historian and author

“All the problems we face in the United States today can be traced to an unenlightened immigration policy on the part of the American Indian” ~Pat Paulsen, comedian and satirist

"I'm in favor of immigration but we also need rules." ~Gary Ackerman, U.S. Representative from New York

“As you know, I'm an immigrant. I came over here as an immigrant, and what gave me the opportunities, what made me to be here today, is the open arms of Americans. I have been received. I have been adopted by America.” ~Arnold Schwarzenegger, California Governor

“There's definitely a huge gap between the elite and public perceptions on immigration.” ~Mark Krikorian, executive director of the Center for Immigration Studies

Lawmakers have recently been busy seeking to overhaul the country's immigration system. Spurred by public concerns that illegal immigration XE "illegal immigration"  places a burden on U.S. taxpayers and weakens national security, elected officials from both major political parties have sought reform. However, despite years of effort, most immigration-policy reform proposals put forth by the last two Presidential administrations have stalled in Congress, where lawmakers are bitterly divided over how to address the subject. Lawmakers' ongoing inability to reach a consensus on how to reform the nation's immigration system has frustrated many segments of the U.S. population. Farmers, residents of border communities, immigrants' rights activists and business owners who employ immigrant labor have all voiced concern about the slow pace of reform. At the center of lawmakers' disagreement are three issues. First, how can the federal government most effectively reduce the number of illegal immigrants slipping into the U.S.? Second, what should happen to illegal immigrants who are already living in the country? And third, how can the United States maintain its border security against the malintentioned like terrorists and traffickers?

In January 2004, former President Bush tried to jump-start the reform process by urging Congress to create a "guest-worker" program XE "\guest-worker\ program"  for immigrants seeking employment in the U.S. Under that program, employers would sponsor immigrants for several years, during which workers could legally work and live in the U.S. without fear of deportation XE "deportation" . Once their sponsorship ended, workers would have to return to their countries of origin. That plan drew immediate criticism from concerned citizens and many congressmen, including many members of Bush's own political party. Some opponents claimed that a guest-worker program would heighten the abuse of immigrant labor, asserting that since workers would be dependent upon their employers for sponsorship XE "sponsorship" , immigrants would keep quiet about unfair working conditions. Meanwhile, other critics warned that the program would make it more difficult for native-born U.S. workers to find jobs, and would do little to stem the tide of illegal immigration.

The current administration is promising a new wave of immigration regulations. Launching a fresh effort toward a comprehensive immigration overhaul, President Barack Obama said that a bipartisan bill on the "sensitive and volatile political issue" will be difficult but must get under way this year. "It's going to require some heavy lifting," Obama said as he hosted a meeting of about 30 lawmakers whose views on immigration span the ideological spectrum. "It's going to require a victory of practicality and common sense and good policy making over short-term politics. That's what I'm committed to doing as president." A sweeping immigration overhaul was a personal priority for Obama's Republican predecessor, George W. Bush, who was so confident of its chances that he once told reporters, "I'll see you at the bill signing." But the bill collapsed in the Senate in 2007, mostly under the weight of criticism from conservatives who saw it as an amnesty measure for illegal immigrants that was publicly unpopular and politically untenable. Much of the debate centered on how to deal with the roughly 12 million illegal aliens already living in the United States. Some believe Republicans are more motivated this time to get on board, as immigration helped energize turnout toward Obama and other Democrats in the 2008 election. Obama announced that Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano will lead a group of lawmakers on the issue from the House and Senate "to start systematically working through" the stickiest, most emotional questions. One of those is whether a worker verification system is needed, such as a fraud-resistant, biometric card XE "biometric card"  to catch employers who employ undocumented workers XE "undocumented workers" . Another is how — or whether — to create a path to citizenship XE "citizenship"  for the 12 million illegal immigrants. Still another tough issue is whether to expand guest worker programs. Business groups support it, but labor union leaders have joined together this time to oppose it. Unions have called for creation of an independent government commission to decide future immigration of temporary and permanent workers based on labor market needs.

Senator Charles Schumer (D-New York) says a national system to verify work documents is necessary because Congress has failed to crack down on unscrupulous employers and illegal immigrants with fake documents XE "fake documents" . "I'm sure the civil libertarians will object to some kind of biometric card — although . . . there'll be all kinds of protections — but we're going to have to do it. It's the only way," Schumer said. "The American people will never accept immigration reform unless they truly believe their government is committed to ending future illegal immigration." By announcing his plans, Schumer, who chairs the Senate's main immigration subcommittee, ushered in what President Obama has signaled will be his next major legislative campaign, after the economic stimulus plan, health care and energy. Schumer said legislation should secure control of the nation's borders within a year and require that an estimated 12 million illegal immigrants register with the government and "submit to a rigorous process to convert to legal status" or face immediate deportation. Rejecting the euphemism "undocumented workers," he said: "Illegal immigration is wrong — plain and simple." A senior White House official said Obama is open to all of Schumer's proposals, including his ID plan, saying that "he wants to listen, he wants to talk. All of it is on the table." Key Republicans reacted cautiously, saying they would work with Obama if he thinks a deal is possible. "What we need now is not another photo op at the White House," Senator John Cornyn (R-Texas), the ranking Republican on Schumer's panel, said. "What we need is a plan from the president of the United States." In pushing Congress to tackle the subject for the third time in four years, advocates say a bigger Democratic majority, Republican unease over the party's waning support from Hispanics and public demand for solutions will deliver a filibuster XE "filibuster" -proof 60 votes in the Senate. But the plan faces obstacles, opponents said, including rising competition for jobs in a collapsing economy and continued resistance to granting amnesty XE "amnesty"  to illegal immigrants. Also unclear is what backing might come from business groups. Schumer's priorities did not include expanding a guest-worker program, which employers sought. Instead, Schumer said that any deal must also create mechanisms to attract highly skilled immigrants XE "highly skilled immigrants" , control the flow of low-skilled XE "low-skilled"  immigrants and protect native-born workers.

Obama, much like his predecessor, wants to establish his enforcement XE "enforcement"  credentials before pushing legislation that would allow millions of the undocumented to become legal residents. While Bush’s people focused on border control and worksite raids to round up illegal workers, the new administration is investigating hundreds of employers suspected of exploiting a cheap and compliant workforce. The idea is to show the voting public that Obama is serious about enforcing the law, not just forgiving those who broke the law by coming here. Critics fear that granting amnesty would encourage more illegal migrations. Republican reformers generally are focused on helping farmers and businesses meet their labor needs. Democrats stress worker rights and ways to bring the undocumented out of the shadows of the law.

It is worthwhile to compare President Obama's immigration policy as President with the stance he pledged while on the campaign trail. Keep these in mind as the administration's immigration policy becomes more refined. During the campaign:

· Obama supported providing more personnel along the U.S. border.

· He said he would increase physical barriers, technology and real-time intelligence along U.S. borders and at ports of entry.

· Obama said he would require illegal immigrants with clean criminal records who want to become citizens to pay a fine and back taxes, learn English and go to the back of the line behind immigrants who came into this country legally.

· Obama said he would not require the borders to be secured before illegal immigrants could seek citizenship.

· Obama said he would increase the number of legal immigrants. 

· Obama said he supports the current system of giving preference to family members of U.S. citizens and legal residents in allocating green cards, and opposes moving to a merit-based point system that would favor potential immigrants with higher-education levels or needed job skills.

· Obama is open to experimenting with a point system for skills and education that does not reduce the number of family visas now available.

· He said he supports the creation of a new guest-worker program to meet employers' needs for temporary workers.

· Obama stipulated that the program must contain protections against driving down American workers' wages and must provide temporary workers with labor rights and give those who meet certain criteria the opportunity to eventually become citizens.

· Obama said he would require all employers to use a new electronic system to verify whether newly hired employees are eligible to work in the United States and would allow the social Security Administration, the Internal Revenue Service and the Homeland Security Department to share information about eligibility. And…
· Obama said he would impose stiff penalties on employers who knowingly hire or exploit illegal workers.

Interestingly, one of the most effective illegal immigration deterrents has been the faltering domestic economy. After a historic immigration wave, many Mexicans and other Latin Americans are preparing to return to their homelands amid the deepening recession in the United States. Mexicans who reside in the United States sought Mexican citizenship for their U.S.-born children in record numbers last year.
 The recession is hitting Hispanic immigrants especially hard, according to a new report by the Pew Hispanic Center, a nonpartisan research organization. The unemployment rate for foreign-born Hispanics hit 8 percent in the fourth quarter of 2008, compared with 5.1 percent in the same quarter a year earlier. During the same period, the unemployment rate for all U.S. workers climbed to 6.5 percent from 4.6 percent. “There is strong evidence that inflows to the United States from Mexico have diminished, and the economic distress is likely giving immigrants already here greater incentive to return home," says Rakesh Kochhar, the Pew economist who prepared the report. Additionally, the number of people caught trying to sneak into the U.S. along the border with Mexico is at its lowest level since the mid-1970s. While some of the drop-off is the result of stricter border enforcement, the weaker U.S. economy is likely the main deterrent. Border Patrol agents apprehended 705,000 people attempting to enter illegally in the 12 months that ended September 30. That is down from 858,638 a year before and from 1.1 million two years earlier.

Illegal immigration to the United States may be slowing, but undocumented migrants who are already here are not likely to return home en masse barring a more severe economic downturn, according to a study by the Migration Policy Institute in Washington. MPI found that the recession has not limited legal immigration, because most of those people come to the United States on family-based visas that take years to secure. Since last year, the growth of the foreign-born population in the United States began slowing when the recession started at the end of 2007. Net illegal immigration is dropping to near zero, according to the institute and other groups. The researchers conclude that it is premature to expect a wave of returnees to home countries, even in Latin America. They looked at current and historical data, finding "there is no definitive trend so far that can be tied in a significant way to the U.S. economic conditions." Instead, they found that even in the toughest economic times, illegal immigrants are likely to search for lower-paying work, then move within the United States to find other work, before considering a return home. Economic conditions in their native countries compared with those inside the United States also weigh more heavily in decisions about whether to return, the study's lead author, Dimitrios Papademetriou, said.

The continued popularity of the United States for emigrants is demonstrated by demographics XE "demographics"  research. For the first time, Hispanic, Black, Asian and other nonwhite residents account for half the population of the nation's largest cities, according to new census figures. The data documents a rapidly growing ethnic diversity in small-town America as well. In 2000, the Census Bureau found that non-Hispanic whites were 52.3 percent of the people in the central cities of all metropolitan areas. In the latest count, that share had declined to 50.2 percent. The decline among whites in the suburbs was even more pronounced, to less than 72 percent from nearly 76 percent. In rural areas, the share of whites declined slightly, that of blacks remained the same, and the proportion of Asians and especially Hispanics increased. The figures, from a three-year combined count taken by the bureau's American Community Survey in 2005-7, offers a first detailed look since the 2000 census at the growing diversity of small-town America: towns and counties of 20,000 to 65,000 people. "What we found was that in large part, they look a lot like the total population," said Scott Boggess, survey coordinator for household and economic statistics. Of the 50,000 people age 5 or over in Dallas County, Iowa, for instance, the number who speak a language other than English at home rose 69 percent from 2000, to 4,200. In Enterprise, Nevada, population 65,000, which led small-town growth for every major racial group, the Hispanic population grew by a factor of five, to 9,800, and the Asian population grew thirteenfold, to 10,200. “Not only are new immigrant minorities spreading away from metropolitan areas, but they are now moving to small places, both within, outside and far beyond traditional settlements," said William H. Frey, a Brookings Institution demographer.

Since the September 11, 2001 terror attacks, immigration law has become a key part of how authorities fight terrorism. After those attacks, in which hijacked passenger planes were flown into the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon outside of Washington, D.C., investigators used immigration violations as grounds for detaining and deporting large numbers of people. That brought protests from civil liberties groups and from Arab and Muslim rights groups. Most of those detained were Muslim, as the September 11 attackers had been.

Immigration law has been used in a variety of ways in the war on terrorism. Some immigrants, for example, were required to register with immigration authorities beginning in 2002. Under that program, authorities sought to keep track of immigrants from a list of specified countries and to gain information that could help prevent terrorism.
 The program led to deportation proceedings against thousands of illegal immigrants who had come forward to register. Very few, if any, were found to be connected to terrorism, however. In other instances, authorities have used immigration law as a way to charge and sometimes deport people whom they suspect of having terrorist connections but whom they have little evidence against. If those people are found to have committed immigration violations, such as writing an inaccurate statement on a visa application, they can be arrested.
 Many of those cases are heard in immigration courts, which offer fewer protections for the accused than regular courts and make it easier for the government to detain suspects for long periods of time. In the months after the September 11 attacks, the deportation hearings against many of those suspects were conducted in secret, an especially controversial practice that has become less common recently.

Those who oppose the government's use of immigration law in antiterrorism efforts argue that the policy has resulted in the excessive investigation of innocent people. Very few of those charged with immigration law violations due to terrorism concerns have actually been found to be connected to terrorism, they note. Authorities have been using immigration violations as a way to compensate for the fact that they often have little terrorism-related evidence, critics charge. Another concern often voiced by opponents is that the government's selective focus on Muslim immigrants amounts to discrimination. In addition to being a violation of civil rights, discriminatory actions can alienate U.S. Muslims, whom authorities need to rely on for information, opponents say. And they express concern that the actions, which are reported on by foreign media, will similarly alienate Muslim countries that have been cooperating with the U.S. in antiterrorism efforts worldwide.

Supporters of fighting terrorism through the use of immigration law, on the other hand, defend it as a vital tool. In cases where authorities have reason to suspect people of terrorism-related activities but lack evidence to bring terrorism charges, they say, immigration charges offer a way to detain them. Immigration charges are especially useful against suspected terrorists because terrorists often commit immigration fraud, they add. Some supporters also defend the use of registration programs like the one undertaken in 2002, saying that the program helped gather information and discourage would-be terrorists. And they say that there is nothing wrong with enforcing immigration laws, whether against terrorism suspects or others. Much of the criticism of the government's policy comes from those who do not want to see effective immigration laws.
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Questions for Thought

Should efforts to restructure U.S. immigration policy focus primarily on securing the nation's borders? Or should reformers' priority be facilitating illegal immigrants' ability to obtain a work permit or attain U.S. Citizenship?

How well has President Obama adhered to his campaign pledges on immigration?  

As of early 2007, there are between 10 million and 12 million illegal immigrants living in the U.S. What, if anything, should federal government do to address that situation? Do you think it would be wise to deport illegal immigrants to their respective countries of origin? Or should the government facilitate illegal immigrants' ability to become official U.S. Citizens?

Should state governments do more to halt illegal immigration?

Many times debates are defined by semantic differences. Those who support tighter restrictions on illegal immigrants, tend to refer to them using the moniker “illegal.” Those who oppose tighter restrictions use the term “undocumented.” Do you observe this in your news reading? 

Sample Topic Questions

Should illegal immigrants caught crossing the border face mandatory prison sentences?

Would a guest worker program encourage legal immigration?

Does President Obama have the political clout to pass immigration reform?

What does the ailing U.S. economy mean for illegal immigration? 

Will federal bailout spending block immigration reform?

Further Research

The Center for Immigration Studies is always releasing interesting and relevant information about illegal immigration. Check out their page here: http://www.cis.org/illegal 

The position of the Federation for American Immigration Reform supports stronger enforcement of border rules: http://www.fairus.org/ 

The Illegal Immigration Journal puts you right on the border: http://www.illegalimmigrationjournal.com/ 

The League of United Latin American Citizens wants you to know “the truth about undocumented” aliens: http://www.lulac.org/ 

Check out the Urban Institute's immigration page: http://www.urban.org/publications/1000587.html 

Investor and Consumer Confidence
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"Investor confidence is the bedrock of our markets."

 ~ Harvey Pitt, former chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC).

"[Investors] are looking for the Fed to be absolutely aggressive and see the economy as slow as can be and to be measured in terms of understanding how important the consumer is at this point. And how important the stock market is to consumer confidence."

 ~ Barry Hyman, equity strategist at Ehrenkrantz King Nussbaum.

Bernard L. Madoff was a quiet force on Wall Street for decades. The former chairman of the Nasdaq Stock Market was best known as the founder of Bernard L. Madoff Investment Securities LLC, the closely-held market-making firm he launched in 1960. Madoff's hedge fund business was very profitable. One investor said it generated consistent returns, which was part of the attraction. Since 2004, annual returns averaged around 8 percent and ranged from 7.3 percent to 9 percent, but in the last decade returns were typically in the low-double digits. The fund told investors it followed a "split strike conversion" strategy, which entailed owning stock and buying and selling options to limit downside risk. Madoff had long kept the financial statements for his hedge fund business under "lock and key," and was "cryptic" about the firm. The hedge fund business was located on a separate floor from the market-making business. And, it turns out, Madoff used the secrecy to cloak dishonest dealings.

Madoff, 70, was charged in December just before the height of holiday shopping by federal prosecutors with securities fraud. He allegedly told employees and family members that his investment firm had been insolvent for years and they reported the same to the authorities. The business was a Ponzi scheme, using new investments to pay off earlier investors, and “one big lie,” Madoff said, according to the government.

That “one big lie” had a very large impact. Not only did investors lose untold billions to his swindling, but investor confidence took a major hit. According to Jane Quinn, personal finance columnist with the Washington Post, many failed to “trust but verify.” She writes that when it comes to Wall Street, she's not even sure about the "trust" part, but "verify" is where wisdom begins. She admits that Madoff was a hard guy to hold suspicions against. The pioneer in electronic trading had a reputation as a trading wizard – why would you say anything but thanks when he took you as a client? Then he took your money, too, according to civil and criminal charges. He stands accused of running a long-standing Ponzi scheme, with losses to investors of at least $24 billion and perhaps as much as $50 billion. Quinn asserts that Madoff played to two of our most serious weaknesses as investors and human beings. As investors, we love to believe in market wizards who hold the secret to making serious money. In fact, there's no such secret, but admitting it is like abandoning a childhood faith. Faith propels the money-management business, despite the evidence that managers rarely beat the market indexes, over time. We especially love a fatherly wizard who's close to his children, plays golf, supports caring charities and lays expensive carpets on his office floor.

As human beings, we love status symbols and, to those who knew him, Madoff was status on wheels. Investing with him proved your wealth, position and general superiority to the poor slobs bobbing around on the fringe. His investors believed they were earning steady monthly increases of 1 percent or 2 percent, even when markets went bad. Who would dream of vetting such a prize?

The fact is that many investors simply didn't ask when they should have. They trusted reputation over verifiable vetting.

The discovery of Madoff's scheme has brought down more than just the investment giant. Several prominent charities and philanthropic organizations are suffering financially or closing down entirely in the wake of the scandal. The Picower Foundation, a large U.S. charity that has given hundreds of millions of dollars to medical research and educational initiatives, is closing its doors, another victim of the alleged fraud perpetrated by Bernard Madoff. In a move that could have ripple effects for many other nonprofit groups, the foundation will stop making grants "effective immediately" and go out of business in the coming months. Co-founder Barbara Picower said that Madoff's "act of fraud has had a devastating impact on tens and thousands of lives as well as numerous philanthropic foundations and nonprofit organizations." Philanthropies of all sizes are scrambling to assess their exposure to investments handled by Madoff. The Picower Foundation had a Madoff-managed investment portfolio valued at nearly $1 billion.

Larger than the financial impact of the bust, Madoff's alleged fraud threatens the confidence of thousands of investors who regularly make decisions based on trust. In fact, one of the hallmarks of the long market downturns in the 1930s and the 1970s has returned: Rank-and-file investors are losing faith in stocks. In the grinding bear markets of the past, huge stock losses left individual investors feeling burned. Failures of once-trusted firms and institutions further sapped their confidence. Many disenchanted investors stayed away from the stock market, holding back gains for a decade or more.

 Today's investors, too, are surveying a stock-market collapse and a wave of Wall Street failures and scandals. Many have headed for the exits: Investors pulled a record $72 billion from stock funds overall in October alone, according to the Investment Company Institute, a mutual-fund trade group. Mutual-fund companies say withdrawals have remained heavy.

Investors' discomfort with stocks has been growing for years, since just after the 2000 selloff of dotcom shares. From 2002 through 2005, investors put an average of $62 billion a year into U.S. stock mutual funds, less than half the annual level of the previous decade. Since 2006, investors have been pulling money out of U.S. stock funds at a rate of about $40 billion a year.

 Such skittishness already promises to put a brake on the stock market's recovery, which could make it harder for companies to raise capital and could squeeze financial firms' profits. That, in turn, could delay the economy's emergence from the severe recession that began last year.

The trouble in the investment community is reverberating in the arena of consumer confidence. This is especially hurting automobile retailers. Unless consumer demand for cars and trucks starts to recover from 26-year lows, short-term loans and cost-cutting are unlikely to put Detroit's automakers on a path to recovery. Yet most forecasters predict auto sales will be even weaker in 2009 than they have been this year. Automakers must adjust their staffing levels and costs to take into account an unusually anemic auto market, while the government must adopt measures to underpin fragile consumer demand. Dealers say their showrooms are filled with attractive and attractively priced vehicles. But wonderful inventory does little if consumers are not buying; ultimately, it comes down to consumer confidence.

Economic forecasters are already thinking about when we may get out of this economic slump and estimates give us some cause of optimism. It may come as a surprise, given all the bad news of late, but the U.S. economy is expected to emerge from the recession sometime around mid-2009. If the recession continues past the spring, as many economists predict, it will be the most prolonged one since the Great Depression. Employers are expected to continue to shed jobs at a rapid pace. Consumers will pull back spending. Businesses will cancel equipment purchases. Unsold, empty homes will dot city blocks. Predicting the economy's future is particularly tough this year, given rapid changes in the economy and financial markets, and uncertainty about what course of action Congress and Barack Obama's administration will take to boost the economy.

Barack Obama inherits this economy when he ascends to the Oval Office. His campaign charisma may work to persuade voters to check his box at the polls, but will it be effective at getting consumers to spend with confidence? 

Fareed Zakaria, editor of Newsweek International, writes that presidents cannot simply remain charismatic symbols. They are forced to tackle the problems at hand and their influence then grows – or ebbs – based on how they handle those challenges. Zakaria points to past greats, saying that however impressive they were as human beings, it was not in being but in doing that George Washington, Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt built their enormous reputations. Whatever Obama may have thought when he began this journey, at a time when the war in Iraq was foremost in many voters' minds, whatever his campaign promises, his presidency will be judged on how he handles the economic crisis that envelops the United States and the world. For Obama to be remembered as a great president, he has to do nothing less than rescue capitalism. The first task is perhaps the most difficult: to restore confidence to Americans and indeed to the world. While there has been much elation over Obama's election, there remains a deep pessimism across the country that is having ruinous effects on the economy. People and corporations are still not doing much in the way of buying, borrowing or lending – the heartbeats of modern capitalism. The political system has moved on to the automobile bailouts and the fiscal stimulus, but the original problem of trust in the financial system has still not been fixed.

Zakaria then lays out a few ways for Obama to improve investor confidence, starting with the admission that it is not as easy as it looks. The first step is to give people a sense that the financial system is stable and predictable. David Swensen, chief investment officer of Yale University, who after Warren Buffett is perhaps the most successful investor in recent decades, argues that this has been the crucial flaw in the Bush administration's actions. "Markets need certainty and predictability," he says. "And the administration's actions have actually increased uncertainty and unpredictability. Its measures have been ad hoc, its response to each institution has been different, its reasoning has been opaque – all this creates confusion, and that drives capital away." Swensen's own solution is simple and systemic – have the government guarantee all money-market funds, with no limits, for six months. "Right now the government is not facilitating private capital flows; it is substituting for private capital flows. That doesn't solve anything."

Zakaria says the final way that Obama can create confidence is to reform the system itself. His administration will inherit a government that has taken on an extraordinary set of obligations in the private sector – ownership in banks, guarantees of commercial debts, loans to the automobile industry. Carefully retreating from these obligations to restore a market economy will be as complex an exit strategy as the one from Iraq. But if Obama is able to reform government rules and regulation – and thus the American economy – It will give people around the world renewed confidence in the American system. It was only after Japan was able to put in place a new system of tough auditing that its own banking crisis abated.

Madoff is hardly the only cause of today's investor skittishness, but the ripple effects of his ponzi scheme will haunt Wall Street for generations. We can only hope that Barack Obama has the economic keys to reinject investors and consumers with enough confidence to grease investment's skids.

Further Reading

For the latest stock market news, information and headlines, check out CNBC news: http://www.cnbc.com/ 

Make a prediction by picking a few stocks to keep track of and purchasing them with “play money” in a portfolio on Google Finance. Check out finance.google.com to get started.

Questions for Thought

What should Barack Obama do to improve investor and consumer confidence? How effective will he be? How much of an impact can a President have on investment and confidence?

How can government change the way investors are regulated to keep schemes like the one Bernard Madoff allegedly pulled off from happening again?

Is there hope for domestic automakers if consumer demand doesn't pick up? Will Congress force Chrysler and GM to repay the bailout money this March if they fail to reorganize themselves? Should they?
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Iraqi Federalism
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"I think we should take Iraq and Iran and combine them into one country and call it Irate. All the pissed off people live in one place and get it over with." ~Denis Leary, actor

“Iraq is no diversion. It is a place where civilization is taking a decisive stand against chaos and terror, we must not waver.” ~George W. Bush

"During coming days, we will have a dialogue to convince them, in fact, that federalism is not to divide Iraq." ~Sheikh Humam Baqir Abdul majeed Hamoudi, second in command of the Supreme Islamic Iraqi Council

"Federalism is now the core issue. In light of Kurdish intransigence, it makes it difficult to hope for a compromise." ~Sadoun Zubaydi, Sunni Iraq politician

"Democracy in Iraq is a fiasco. Look, I too hoped Iraq would have a constitution, but if the people don't support this one, then we should have been happy the democratic process worked when it was defeated." ~Sadoun Zubaydi

Since a U.S.-led military coalition invaded Iraq in 2003, setting up an effective government to replace that of overthrown Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein has been a major challenge. Although Iraq has held democratic elections XE "democratic elections" , disagreement has tended to paralyze the government, and violence has impeded the normal function of Iraqi society. Both the violence and the government inertia are attributable to ethnic and religious differences. That has led some observers to recommend more fully implementing a federalist government XE "federalist government" , a format that is part of the constitution drafted after the U.S. invasion. Federalism is defined as a system of government that distributes power between a central authority and smaller units. In the U.S., federalism is the basis of the power-sharing XE "power-sharing"  arrangement between the federal government and individual states. In Iraq, both the adopted constitution and subsequent legislation give provinces the power to form regions that, like U.S. states, would have some degree of autonomy from the central government in Baghdad. The idea of federalism has been strongly opposed by some groups just as others have championed it, however.

Sunni Muslim Arabs XE "Sunni Muslim Arabs" , while the majority in the Middle East XE "Middle East" , are a minority in Iraq. Shiite Arabs XE "Shiite Arabs" , the majority in Iraq, practice a different form of Islam than the Sunnis. The Kurds, meanwhile, are mostly Sunni Muslim but belong to a different ethnic group. After the creation of the modern Iraqi state in the early 20th century, Sunni Arabs were the dominant group, an arrangement that continued under the authoritarian rule of Hussein. The new, democratic government set up under U.S. auspices changed that arrangement, giving the majority Shiites new political power. The change in power has been cited as a factor in the violent clashes between Sunni and Shiite hardliners in the years following the U.S. invasion. That violence has killed U.S. and other coalition troops as well as Iraqi civilians and security forces. Beginning in 2007, a new U.S. strategy has been credited with restoring a good deal of order, but violence has continued. In addition, political consensus in the Iraqi government has remained elusive.

Federalism has become one of the government's main stumbling blocks. Kurdish XE "Kurdish"  leaders, who had for years had their own semi-autonomous state in northern Iraq, and some Shiite leaders who sought to establish a similar state in the country's south, have been the idea's principal backers. Sunni leaders, however, have been strongly opposed to a federalist system, because unlike the regions where the Shiites and the Kurds predominate, their territory would contain almost no oil reserves. The Shiite Dawa party of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, meanwhile, has been generally committed to the idea of federalism but has argued that it should not be undertaken too quickly or vigorously enough to undermine the central government. Some in the U.S. have also endorsed federalism in Iraq.

Those who support a more centralized system of government for Iraq say that the current, more centralized government has made little progress in unifying Iraq. Iraq is already separating itself along ethnic lines, they say, and that has been a major reason for the declining violence. Federalism offers a way to give different groups enough autonomy to reduce violence, while at the same time keeping the country from breaking apart entirely, they argue. Supporters further note that a federal state is established in the Iraqi constitution, which was approved by a voter referendum. While some emphasize the differences between federalism and a complete breakup of the country into smaller states, known as partition, others advocate partition as a way to solve the problems created nearly a century ago with the establishment of the Iraqi state. Critics of the U.S. endorsement of Iraqi federalism respond that dividing Iraq into ethnic regions might provoke unrest among minority communities XE "minority communities"  in neighboring countries. It would also disrupt the regional balance of power, they claim. That would increase the likelihood of neighboring countries siding with various Iraqi groups, they say, increasing the risk of a civil war within Iraq. Critics also express doubt that Iraq could be neatly divided into three or more federal regions, given the country's many mixed-population areas and smaller ethnic groups, as well as the conflicts that exist even within groups themselves.

The opposition of the Iraqi public toward federalism needs to be taken into account as well, opponents say. In Iraq, they argue, federalism, especially when proposed by an occupying power such as the U.S., tends to be associated with colonial oppression XE "colonial oppression" .

Although there was broad agreement on implementing some type of federalist government after Hussein's overthrow, disagreements emerged as to how it should be done. Those disputes came to a head with the drafting of the Iraqi constitution XE "Iraqi constitution"  in 2005. The final draft of the constitution allowed for the creation of semi-autonomous regions along federalist lines. Most Shiite and Kurdish leaders supported that idea, and supported passage of a law that would give all 18 Iraqi provinces the right to join such regions if their citizens chose to do so. Despite the opposition of Sunni leaders and others, they passed the legislation in October 2006, after agreeing to wait until at least 2008 to actually implement it. One of the most prominent Shiite groups to support the law establishing a federalist state was the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI) XE "Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI)" , the country's largest Shiite political coalition. SCIRI sought to create a semi-autonomous Shiite region out of nine provinces in southern Iraq, a unit that backers sometimes referred to as Sumer, the name of an ancient civilization based in that area. Kurdish groups tended to support the law because the Kurds already had a semi-autonomous state of their own that they sought to keep. Their three-province region in northern Iraq, known as Iraqi Kurdistan, had been established at the end of the Gulf War and had been protected by a U.S.-enforced "no-fly zone" prior to the 2003 invasion.

Sunni leaders, on the other hand, opposed the law (and originally opposed the inclusion of federalism in the Iraqi constitution) because the region they would be granted - in the center and west of Iraq - would be without known oil reserves. That would put Sunnis at a serious disadvantage compared to the other two groups, they argued. Some neighboring countries were also said to be opposed to the law. Turkey, for instance, with a large Kurdish minority with which it had contentious relations, was worried that a more independent Kurdistan would increase agitation for statehood among its own Kurds. Saudi Arabia had similar concerns about its Shiite minority (which would be just across the border from the Iraqi Shiite region) and about the power that such a region would give to the Shiite state of Iran. Sunni Iraqi, Saudi and Turkish concerns were said to have strongly motivated the Bush administration and the Maliki government to oppose the federalism law. In addition, some Shiite groups, including the radical followers of cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, opposed the plan as being an impediment to Iraq's national unity. Sadr's group was an important part of Maliki's governing coalition. Maliki said that he supported a federal system in Iraq, but that a strong central government was necessary and that Iraq needed to make "adequate preparation" for federalism to succeed.

Iraqi federalism became the subject of debate in the U.S. as well. Enthusiasm for the idea partly resulted from the violence that continued to plague Iraq years after the end of major combat. Shootings and bombings had killed roughly 4,000 U.S. and allied troops in Iraq and a much larger number of Iraqis. While it is hard to measure precisely, the number of Iraqi deaths was thought by many to be in the hundreds of thousands. Casualties dropped significantly in 2007, after a change in U.S. policy that added more troops and tried to turn local Sunni leaders against the foreign insurgents thought to be responsible for much of the bloodshed. Political unity XE "Political unity"  in Iraq remained elusive, however, as violence persisted and the war continued to be overwhelmingly unpopular in the U.S.

In May 2006, then-senator Joe Biden and Leslie Gelb, president emeritus of the Council on Foreign Relations, co-authored an opinion piece in the New York Times calling for a U.S. policy that promoted Iraqi federalism. Under Biden and Gelb's proposal, the central government would control foreign policy, defense and oil-revenue sharing while overseeing the multi-ethnic region around Baghdad. All other functions, including internal security XE "internal security" , would be left to the three major regions: in the north, south and west. Areas with multi-ethnic populations XE "multi-ethnic populations"  would be protected by multi-ethnic and international forces. The Sunnis would also be guaranteed 20% of national oil revenue to make up for the lack of oil in their region. Biden and Gelb's idea became the basis for a resolution proposed by Biden and Senator Sam Brownback (R – Kansas). Their amendment to the Defense Authorization bill called for U.S. policy in Iraq to reflect support for a federalist government. Although the resolution passed the Senate by a 75-23 vote in September 2007, it was denounced by the Bush administration as having the potential to encourage further violence. The Maliki government also strongly rejected it, although some Iraqi politicians—including president Jalal Talibani, a Kurd—were more receptive to it. Iraqi public opinion, meanwhile, appeared to be strongly against the resolution.

Some commentators went even further. While Biden was careful not to characterize his plan as a partition XE "partition"  that would redraw Iraqi borders and establish separate, independent states, some in the U.S. argued that partition would actually be the best approach. In Iraq, by contrast, partition tended to be associated with the country's colonial past and was looked upon unfavorably.

Federalism has been shown to be successful elsewhere, supporters note. They point out, for instance, that countries such as the U.S., Canada and the United Arab Emirates have succeeded with federal systems. Biden and Gelb also point to the example of Bosnia, which during the 1990s experienced a bloody civil war. Today, they note, Bosnia exists under a federal system set up to stabilize the country, and violence has fallen dramatically. The same strategy could be used in Iraq, they say. "It leaves the door open for stronger unity if and when passions cool, as we're seeing in the Balkans," Biden writes.

Proponents say that under a federal system, discrimination would be less likely within each region. They argue that military and political authorities in individual regions would be more attuned to the religious beliefs and cultural practices of locals than outsiders would, and would be more respectful of the residents. That would minimize ethnic and religious animosity, they say. Supporters contend that, overall, federalism is a more realistic option in Iraq than a strong central government. The country has already unofficially begun establishing separate regions along ethnic lines, they say, and the fact that Iraqis have divided themselves along those lines largely accounts for the recent decrease in violence. In the future, once the central government has established its legitimacy, it could be strengthened, they suggest. Supporters also argue that federalism in Iraq is not such a novel idea. The Iraqis have already shown their desire for federalism by making it a part of their constitution, supporters point out. They maintain that U.S. support for federalism would reflect U.S. support for the constitution, which includes federalism. Former U.S. ambassador Peter Galbraith says that while he does not think the U.S. should be telling Iraq to adopt a partition plan, he also thinks that "we should get out of the business of trying to put back together a country which is broken up and not desired by a significant segment of the population."

The U.S. has not been shy about inserting itself into Iraqi affairs on other issues, proponents say. Biden and Gelb argue that the military and economic commitment that the U.S. has made to Iraq gives the U.S. the right to weigh in on the subject of federalism. They add that it is irresponsible for the U.S. to maintain a hands-off approach to the issue. Biden and other federalism supporters stress that they do not advocate an outright partition of Iraq into separate states. Commentators too often confuse the terms federalism and partition, they complain, turning Iraqis and outside observers against federalism because they think it will lead to the breakup of the country. Biden writes that his resolution "calls for keeping Iraq together by bringing to life the federal system enshrined in its constitution. Partition, or the complete break-up of Iraq, is something wholly different than federalism." Furthermore, federalism can actually prevent partition by giving individual groups some autonomy before animosity becomes too extreme and leads to demands for separate states, supporters say.

Others, however, go so far as to support Iraqi partition. They argue that Iraq is fundamentally an artificial construct XE "artificial construct" , created by the British after World War I out of three former Ottoman provinces, and only autocratic governments have been able to keep the country united. Redrawing its borders would benefit Iraq, they contend. "The best possible outcome today in many parts of the world—but especially in Iraq—would be effectively to undo the errors committed by the Paris peacemakers of 1919," writes David Andelman, author of A Shattered Peace: Versailles 1919 and the Price We Pay Today. He adds "not only would it be better to allow Iraq to disintegrate, but actually to encourage its partition could well prove to be the best possible outcome." Critics of the U.S. promotion of Iraqi federalism say that, far from heading off sectarian violence in Iraq, instituting federalism too quickly would encourage such violence. Once the country's three major groups were separated into their own regions, critics say, they would be less likely to cooperate on running the country. Animosity would be likely due to Sunni opposition to the plan and the imbalance of resources, they argue.

Opponents say that neighboring countries with vested interests – particularly Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia – would be more likely to intervene in Iraqi affairs. The Saudis might back the Sunnis in an effort to counter Shiite influence, they speculate, while the Iranians could similarly use the Shiites against the Sunnis. Turkey, which has already invaded Iraqi Kurdistan in the name of fighting Kurdish separatists responsible for bombings in Turkish territory, would likely be hostile to the Kurdish area, they add. Foreign interference would greatly increase the risk of civil war in Iraq, critics warn. Federalism could even lead to partition, critics say. Once they become less unified, federal regions could pursue complete independence, they argue, or could even join neighboring countries. They suggest, for instance, that Iraqi Kurdistan might seek to form a larger Kurdish state with the Kurdish region of Turkey, or that the Shiite region might seek to merge with Saudi Arabia's largely Shiite north. Such developments would not only undermine Iraqi unity but also destabilize the entire Middle East, they conclude.

Critics also question the idea that Iraq can be neatly divided into a handful of large federal regions. In reality, they say, the country consists of many ethnically mixed communities. Federal regions based largely on ethnicity or religion could encourage ethnic cleansing of the type that occurred in parts of the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s, they charge. At the same time, ethnic or religious minorities living in the wrong region could face discrimination or violence, they say. There has also been violence even within groups, they note, such as between rival Shiite political parties in the south and between Sunni fundamentalists and Sunni tribal leaders in the west. Critics also point out that Iraq contains members of ethnic groups other than the Sunni Arabs, Shiite Arabs and Kurds who dominate its government. Turkomen, Assyrian Christians and other small minority groups would be unlikely to have federal regions of their own under the type of system being discussed, opponents contend. "The idea that we have three neat communities...has deliberately ignored the sociological complexities of Iraq in order to get a neat policy prescription that allows America to get out of Iraq," says Tony Dodge of the International Institute for Strategic Studies.

Critics also say that dividing Iraq's resources among federal regions would be terribly complicated. Dividing internal security forces could create command conflicts, they assert. Providing housing, jobs and oil revenue to the different regions would also be difficult, they say, due to political infighting. Critics note that public opinion in Iraq tends to be strongly against federalism. For instance, in a 2007 poll by the British Broadcasting Corporation, ABC News and NHK, only 28% of respondents were in favor of federalism, while 62% supported a more centralized system. Among Sunni Arabs, only 3% supported federalism, while 97% favored a centralized government. Opponents say that part of the reason for Iraqis' strong opposition to federalism is that they associate it with partition, a concept that resonates strongly with Iraqis mindful of Iraq's colonial past. Rightly or wrongly, the U.S. is perceived as a colonial power when it proposes a plan that sounds like partition, they argue. "In Iraq and the Arab world, the word partition is an anathema associated with the worst aspects of imperialist policy," says Joost Hiltermann of the International Crisis Group. Rather than advocating such a policy explicitly, the U.S. should allow Iraq to proceed with federalism at its own pace, critics maintain.

Critics also challenge the idea that there is no real Iraqi identity, and that Iraqis are already strictly divided along ethnic and religious lines. Juan Cole, a professor of Middle Eastern history at the University of Michigan, says that although Iraq consisted of three provinces under the Ottomans, the three were not treated as equals, and that Baghdad tended to be the center of government for the other two, meaning that the three somewhat resembled a state. There was also significant intermarriage between groups under Hussein's rule, critics of federalism say. Even if the Iraqi identity began during British rule, it is now sufficiently well established for Iraqis to resent the idea of dividing the country into ethnic regions, they contend.

The Iraqi government has remained on the federalism track. To some observers, the referendum in which Iraqi voters approved the constitution amounted to a show of support for federalism, despite Iraqis' opposition to federalism when polled. With many Iraqi lawmakers also opposed to it, but others strongly in favor of it, the future of federalism in Iraq remains unresolved.
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Questions for Thought

Should the U.S. encourage Iraq to establish a federalist system, in which a decentralized government would empower local regions? Or would such a plan result in more sectarian violence and civil war?

Research the Iraqi and United States constitutions. Follow the links below for help. What do you think are the biggest differences between these documents?

What do you think of federalism as a system of government in Iraq? Do you think it will make things better or worse for the country? Why?

Whether or not federalism is a good idea in Iraq, do you think that the U.S. should, or should not, be encouraging any particular form of democratic government there? Explain your answer.

Do you think that Iraq's borders, as drawn after World War I, created permanent problems for the country? Is Iraq's colonial history to blame for any of its current situation? Explain your answer.

In what way might an Iraq with semi-autonomous federal regions affect the larger Middle East in the years to come?

Topic Questions

Should political divisions in Iraq be determined by ethnicity?

Can Iraq avoid a civil war if its political structure is federalized?

Will Iraq be a self-sustaining autonmous state by the end of Obama's Presidency?

Further Reading

Check out the Iraqi constitution here: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/10/12/AR2005101201450.html 

Compare that to the United States constitution (available here: http://www.usconstitution.net/const.html).

If you don't like the legalese, Wikipedia gives a great summary: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Constitution_of_Iraq 

And the Onion has some excellent satire: http://www.theonion.com/content/node/40323 

Israeli Settlement in the West Bank

· Gold Folder Created: January 2009

“This exit of the settlers is one of the fruits of your sacrifices. This step is only the first step that will be completed in the West Bank and in Jerusalem. But the step has come as a result of patience and sacrifices of our people, of martyrs, of wounded, of houses destroyed. All of those have brought us the fruit we are celebrating today.” 

~ Mahmoud Abbas, Palestinian President. 

“The information that they [terrorists] are planning to carry out more attacks against Israel has led us to decide on a major military offensive entering into all the [West Bank] towns and staying there indefinitely.” 

~ Ariel Sharon, former Israeli Prime Minister. 

“If he wants to see the future generations of Palestinians and Israelis living in peace, what are the forces doing in the West Bank and Gaza?” 

~ Saeb Erakat, chief of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) a political and paramilitary organization. 

“We deeply dread the idea that the terrorism will move from Gaza to the West Bank which is why we are carrying out preventive operations.” 

~ Shimon Peres, President of Israel. 

Instability 
On the West Bank of Israel 

Who should have the land? 

The U.S. government maintains many types of political and military alliances XE "military alliances"  around the world, but perhaps no single partnership is as strategically important as its relationship with Israel. Since nation of Israel XE "Israel"  was formed after the end of World War II, the U.S. has been a staunch ally, providing Israel with economic assistance XE "economic assistance" , political support and military aid XE "military aid" . In return, Israel has been both a strong democratic ally in the geopolitically volatile Middle East XE "Middle East" , as well as a close military partner.1 

While U.S.-Israeli relations have generally remained strong after more than six decades, a change in both countries' leadership in early 2009 sparked talk of significant adjustments in their relationship. One of the most pressing concerns for newly-minted President Obama and just-elected Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu XE "Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu"  has been the continued construction of Israeli settlements XE "settlements"  in the West Bank XE "West Bank" , a part of the neighboring Palestinian Territories XE "Palestinian Territories" . Those residential outposts have long proven controversial, not only because they occupy land outside of Israel's traditional borders, but also because they aggravate religious tensions in the region: The settlements tend to be inhabited by ultra-religious Jewish Israeli settlers XE "Israeli settlers"  in the predominantly Arab West Bank, where roughly three-quarters of the 2.5 million Palestinian XE "Palestinian"  inhabitants are Muslim.2 

Since 1967, when Israel seized control of the West Bank from Jordan and began its military occupation of the area, many U.S. presidential administrations have labeled the settlements illegal, but have nevertheless tolerated their construction. But during his first year in office, Obama has sought to break from tradition by actively pressuring Israel to freeze new settlement construction, and even halt the "natural population growth XE "natural population growth" " of existing settlements. That stance toward Israeli settlements has increased tension between Israel and the U.S. and generated heated criticism from top Israeli officials, including Netanyahu. Many Israelis object to what they perceive as American meddling in Israel's internal affairs--a stark contrast to foreign policy XE "foreign policy"  under President George W. Bush, whose administration offered relatively little criticism of Israel's domestic and foreign policies.3 

Proponents of continued Israeli settlement in the West Bank argue that U.S. concerns regarding the outposts are overblown. Backers point out that relative to the West Bank's total Palestinian population, the number of Israeli settlers remains very low. Other proponents assert that the outposts are important to religious Jews, since those settlers consider the West Bank--which they call Judea and Samaria XE "Judea and Samaria" --to be part of an ancestral Jewish homeland described in the Bible. Backers say that since the majority of Israeli settlers live peacefully within the West Bank, they should be left alone, free from U.S. meddling.4 

Meanwhile, critics of Israeli settlement construction XE "settlement construction"  charge that the very existence of West Bank outposts violates international law XE "international law" , and hurts prospects for a lasting peace between the Israelis and Palestinians. They argue that unchecked settlement growth threatens the viability of an independent Palestine, because the outposts occupy prime land within the Palestinian Territories and consume scarce natural resources. Others contend that since the Israeli government has shown an unwillingness to curb settlement growth on its own, it is up to the U.S., Israel's closest ally, to force the country into compliance.5 

The settlement issue involves two distinct factions. On one side are the displaced Palestinians, who originally lived on and worked the land that is now Israel prior to 1948. During the ensuing years, some have become refugees in neighboring countries, while others have remained in the Gaza Strip XE "Gaza Strip"  and West Bank--the Palestinian Territories. But despite repeated U.S.-brokered attempts to reach a comprehensive Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement, the long-standing goal of many displaced Palestinians--their own politically sovereign nation--has not been realized. The other affected group are Israelis who see the West Bank as a territory with a rich Jewish heritage that has historically belonged to them for religious and historical reasons.6 

According to various "Road Maps to Peace XE "Road Maps to Peace" " drawn up by the U.S. and other international parties in recent decades, the West Bank would form the heart of a new Palestinian nation, with predominantly Arab East Jerusalem as its capital. However, the West Bank, bordered by Israel to the north, west and south, and the Jordan River XE "Jordan River"  to the east, is home to some of the world's holiest religious sites. For that reason, both Palestinians and Israelis have jockeyed for control over the region in general, and Jerusalem in particular. After Israel gained control of the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan during the Six Day War in 1967 XE "Six Day War in 1967" , Israel annexed East Jerusalem XE "East Jerusalem"  and began to occupy the West Bank. To date, Israel maintains a security presence in the area, and claims all of Jerusalem as its capital. Some international mediators have argued that it would to divide the city between Israel and Palestine in order to recreate a Palestinian state.7 

Since the early 1990s, the hills outside Jerusalem in the West Bank have been the site of some of the most vigorous Israeli settlement activity. Once established, those outposts have tended to grow bigger and more populous. Some settlements have ultimately been declared part of Israel proper, sparking outrage among Palestinians and condemnation from international bodies like the United Nations XE "United Nations" . The U.S., for its part, has traditionally supported Israel, often vetoing U.N. resolutions condemning Israeli settlement practices. However, there have been times when the U.S. has not backed Israel with regard to settlements. For example, during the pendancy of President George H. W. Bush's administration, the U.S. became upset with Israel over what it regarded as unjust settlement policies in the Palestinian Territories. Thereafter, the Bush administration refused to provide loan guarantees XE "loan guarantees"  to fund West Bank settlement construction. Settlement activity over the next several years dropped to its lowest level in decades.8 

Nevertheless, since that lull in settlement construction, the total Israeli population in the West Bank (with the exception of East Jerusalem) has tripled, to its current level of about 300,000, according to the New York Times. The Israeli settlers are scattered across roughly 120 settlements, many of which occupy strategic hilltops in the region. Aside from those outposts, other, smaller settlements unauthorized by the Israeli government have cropped up throughout the West Bank.9 

During George W. Bush's administration, the U.S. and Israel forged an unprecedentedly close relationship, and West Bank settlement construction increased noticeably. Helping to drive that trend was a powerful U.S.-based Jewish-American lobby, which worked vigorously to influence and shape pro-Israeli congressional and presidential policies. Bonds between the U.S. and Israel strengthened after the September 11, 2001 XE "September 11, 2001" , terrorist attacks XE "terrorist attacks"  against the U.S., when the Bush administration and the Israeli government pledged to work together to fight terrorism XE "terrorism"  in the Middle East. Like other U.S. presidents before him, Bush announced his intention to oversee the creation of an independent Palestinian state.10 

According to the terms of an April 2003 road map for peace sponsored by the U.S., Russia, the European Union and the U.N. (the "Quartet XE "Quartet" "), the Israelis and Palestinians were to declare a permanent truce. Furthermore, the plan also required the Palestinians to enact democratic reforms, while Israel was to halt future settlement construction in the Palestinian Territories and curb the growth of existing settlements. But as had occurred with previous peace plans for the region, neither side took the necessary steps.11 

In April 2004, Bush backed then-Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon XE "Ariel Sharon" 's plan to unilaterally tear down all of Israel's Gaza Strip settlements and remove Israeli military forces there. The settlements were dismantled by September 2005, and the Bush administration agreed that Israel would be allowed to retain its large West Bank outposts, even after the creation of a Palestinian state there. Furthermore, Bush stated that Israel should not have to return all of the Palestinian land it had occupied since 1967 as part of a final Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement. The policy shift sparked outrage among the Palestinians, with the late Palestinian President Yasser Arafat XE "Yasser Arafat"  labeling it "the complete end of the peace process."12 

When President Obama assumed office in 2009, he pledged to resume stalled U.S. efforts to create an independent Palestinian state. He even appointed former Senator George Mitchell (D --Maine)--who was well-acquainted with the core issues of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (and also wrote the famed "Mitchell" report about steroid use in baseball)--as a special envoy to the Middle East. Obama also announced that his administration would be tougher on Israel than the administration of the second President Bush had been, particularly with regard to the settlement issue. Meanwhile, Israel's newly elected prime minister, Netanyahu, warned that his country would not fall in line with the Obama administration's policy recommendations if it did not deem them to be in Israel's best interests. But Netanyahu did later announce the dismantling of some smaller West Bank outposts as a show of good faith to the U.S. government and the Palestinians. Still, as high-ranking political and defense officials from each country conferred during the summer of 2009, the continued Israeli presence in the West Bank remained perhaps the most pressing concern.13 

Netanyahu called the Obama administration's demand that settlement construction be halted "unreasonable." Those like Netanyahu who favor construction contend that West Bank settlements represent a natural expansion of the current Israeli state. Netanyahu adds that Obama's call for Israel to halt population growth in West Bank outposts violates settlers' human rights, since those communities cannot survive unless they can expand. Israel "cannot freeze life in the settlements," he asserts.14 

Many settlement supporters who say they are willing to work with the U.S. government in addressing the issue of West Bank outposts point out that Israel has already removed all of its Gaza Strip settlements, and is now committed to removing some of the smaller, illegal settlements that have cropped up within the West Bank during the past 10 years. They say those gestures show Israel is serious about pursuing a lasting peace with the Palestinians, and acceding to U.S. demands to dismantle problematic outposts.15 

But backers add that larger, more established settlements--such as those in the vicinity of East Jerusalem XE "East Jerusalem" --should be allowed to remain in place, and be permitted to grow naturally. Proponents of this stance note that relative to the Palestinian population in the West Bank, the Israeli settler population remains quite small. Since the vast majority of those settlers live peacefully among their Palestinian neighbors, those towns do not threaten the prospects of normalized relations between Israelis and Palestinians. "The settlements are not now, never have been and never will be an obstacle to peace," asserts Moshe Ya'alon, a former top official in the Israel Defense Forces XE "Israel Defense Forces" . Ya'alon also contends that a lasting Israeli-Palestinian peace can be achieved without the creation of an independent Palestinian state--a view shared by many politically conservative Israelis. The general feeling among that group is that Israeli settlers should be allowed to continue inhabiting the West Bank because of the region's historical importance to the Jewish people. "This is our land from the beginning of days," contends Aviva Herzlich, a 67-year-old Israeli settler who says most of her children and grandchildren live in the vicinity of a West Bank settlement. "We do not have anywhere else."16 

Other backers contend that the U.S. must constantly bear in mind that the settlements are a highly sensitive issue for Israelis. Abraham Foxman, national director of the Jewish lobbying group the Anti-Defamation League, says the U.S. government has become unduly strident in its attitude toward the settlements. "The U.S. position on settlements was almost a barrage," Foxman asserts, describing the criticism leveled at Israel in early 2009 from Obama, Mitchell, and Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, among others. "It was a continuous public confrontation," he claims. Foxman says that the U.S. must adopt a milder tone to win Israeli concessions on West Bank settlements in the coming months and years.17 

Opponents of the continued growth and construction of Israeli settlements assert that under international law, all of Israel's West Bank settlements are illegal, since they are built within the Palestinian Territories. In order to gain the trust of West Bank Palestinians and advance the peace process, opponents say, Israel must freeze settlement construction and abandon its attempts to reclaim the region based on historical religious claims. "The United States does not accept the legitimacy XE "legitimacy"  of continued Israeli settlement," Obama stated during a campaign speech in Cairo, Egypt.18 

Supporters of the Obama stance assert that the outposts occupy valuable land that should be reserved for a future Palestinian state. By constructing towns on (and sometimes later annexing XE "annexing" ) land in the Palestinian Territories Israel diminishes the region's already-limited supply of fertile soil and fresh water, which are needed for an independent Palestine. Unless the natural growth of settlements is halted and new construction banned, the U.S.-backed goal of a two-state solution XE "two-state solution"  will become more elusive than ever, opponents of settlement caution. Other critics contend that the natural-growth argument is used to advance Israel's pro-settlement agenda, rather than address an actual need for new infrastructure XE "infrastructure" . "A newborn does not need a house," asserts Dror Etkes, a member of Yesh Din, a pro-Palestinian human rights XE "human rights"  group based in Israel. "It is a game the Israeli government is playing" to rationalize the growth of West Bank outposts, he adds.19 

Even some members of the Israeli political establishment have criticized the way the Netanyahu administration has responded to the Obama administration's calls for a settlement freeze. In a confidential 2009 memo sent to the Israeli government and subsequently leaked to the press, Israel's Consul General in Boston, Mass., Nadav Tamir, writes: "The manner in which we are conducting relations with the American administration is causing strategic damage to Israel." Tamir goes on to compare dealing with top Israeli officials to negotiating with rogue states XE "rogue states"  and hostile dictatorships. "Nowadays, there is a sense in the United States that Obama is forced to deal with the obduracy of the governments in Iran, North Korea, and Israel," he writes.20 

A big question mark surrounds the United State's willingness to impose sanctions XE "sanctions"  or otherwise respond effectively if Israel fails to meaningfully reform its settlement policy. If the Obama administration is serious in its policy reversal in the Middle East, affective enforcement would evidence that shift. Since the U.S. is Israel's closest ally, withholding economic aid or military assistance might persuade the Israeli government to fall in line with U.S. policy recommendations. Students of current events are warned to be observant of upcoming developments. If Israel fails to fall in line with Obama's plans, what sort of repercussions will it face? Sanctions, certainly, would show the broader Arab world that the U.S. government is pursuing an even-handed approach to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, rather than one that supports Israel unconditionally. But this stance would be a marked departure from the unwavering support that has defined Israel-U.S. relations for a generation. 

Throughout the summer of 2009, both the U.S. and Israel expressed great optimism that a solution could be negotiated on the issue of Israeli settlement in the near future. "We are dealing with this on all levels and we will reach an agreement with camaraderie and cooperation," maintained Michael Oren, Israel's ambassador to the U.S.21 

Nevertheless, by early September 2009, as West Bank settlement expansion continued largely unabated, the Israeli government announced its intention to build new outposts. The announcement prompted a statement from the White House on September 4 reiterating that, while Israel continued to have the unwavering support of the Obama administration, the U.S. "does not accept the legitimacy of continued settlement expansion and we urge that it stop."22 

The controversy raised by Israel's continued presence in the West Bank does not appear likely to diminish any time soon. The United States can change its words, but unless it changes its policy -- its actual course of action -- no one will care. 
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Questions for Thought 

· Before reading this article, how familiar were you with the situation on the West Bank? Do you think the issue is discussed enough by domestic media? 

· Do you think Israel should be allowed to continue constructing settlements in the West Bank? 

· Why has the United States maintained such staunch support for Israel since the country's formal creation after WWII? Do you think this alliance is well-advised? Why do you think Barack Obama's administration has departed from the United State's traditional support for Israel? 

· Many Jewish-Israeli settlers in the Palestinian Territories contend that the West Bank--which they call Judea and Samaria--is part of a historic homeland to the Jewish people, as described in the Bible. Do you think settlers' religious convictions justify Israeli settlement of the area, even though it is not within Israel's current borders? 

· Is Israel a good ally for the United States? Should the United States be more willing to make compromises in its support for Israel? 

· One of the most disputed aspects of a potential Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement is the possible division of the holy city of Jerusalem, where both sides want their capital to be located. Do you think that the city--currently the capital of Israel--should be split in order to create an independent Palestinian homeland? 

Further Reading 

Read: Safran, Nadav. (1978). Israel: The Embattled Ally. (Harvard University Press). It's dated but still relevant and provides a superb summary of U.S.-Israel relations through the Six Days War. 

If you can look past some errors in formating, this site has some great background information on this topic: http://www.mideastweb.org/briefhistory.htm 

If you want better formating but less detailed analysis, try wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israeli–Palestinian_conflict 
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 “Man has a primary property right to his person and his labor.” ~Unknown

“In labor news, longshoremen walked off the piers today; rescue operations are continuing.” ~George Carlin, comedian

“You need to know that a member of Congress who refuses to allow the minimum wage to come up for a vote made more money during last year's one-month government shutdown than a minimum wage worker makes in an entire year." ~Bill Clinton, former U.S. President

“There are people who would like to get rid of minimum wage. But we have to have it, because if we didn't some people would not get paid money. They would work all week for two loaves of bread and some Spam.” ~Chris Rock

“Mandated hikes in the minimum wage do not cure poverty and they clearly do not create jobs.” ~Mike Enzi, R-Whyoming

Unions in the 19th century developed federations as a way of advancing the interests of workers. The central labor federation today, the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) XE "American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO)" , tends to focus its efforts on political activities such as getting legislation passed that benefits workers. A dissident union coalition, however, has formed around Andy Stern, president of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU) XE "Service Employees International Union (SEIU)" , one of the few unions to have organized large numbers of new members recently. Stern and the other union leaders who have broken off from the AFL-CIO argue that the federation needs to focus less on political goals and more on organizing new members, and that it should be more centralized. The debate within the labor movement has rekindled a larger debate over the role of organized labor in the U.S. historically in this country, labor was instrumental in limiting the number of hours that employees were required to work and guaranteeing a minimum wage, among other regulations on employment.

The debate between supporters and opponents of organized labor XE "organized labor"  concerns whether strong labor unions help or harm the U.S. While some would like to see a return to the level of power that unions enjoyed in the middle decades of the 20th century, others say that changes since then have made such a role for labor outdated. Supporters of a strong labor movement say that many of the benefits that U.S. workers now take for granted are the result of unions exercising their power in the past. Conditions are troubled for many U.S. workers today, they argue, making a strong labor movement more necessary than ever. Strong unions are needed to check the power of business which has grown out of control in recent decades, they maintain. Supporters say that much of labor's decline is due to the actions of employers who try to intimidate workers out of joining unions even though it is illegal to do so. Employers have gotten away with such tactics under Bush, they say, because the administration does not do enough to enforce labor laws. If more people knew what an uphill battle unions are currently waging, they would be more sympathetic to the labor movement as a whole, proponents insist.

Critics of strong labor unions, on the other hand, argue that changes in the U.S. economy – whose base has shifted from manufacturing to services – have made the traditional role of unions obsolete. Greater union power in the current climate would lead to economic stagnation, they warn. And opponents say that unions' focus on political action forces members, through payment of union dues, to finance agendas with which they may not agree. They point to the situation with General Motors XE "General Motors"  – where untenable commitments to union bosses ended up harming labor and bankrupting the corporation – as an example of where the “best interests” of the organized labor force backfire. Critics add that unions enjoy too many special privileges under the law. For instance, they say, unions are allowed to campaign for political candidates in ways forbidden to corporations, giving them excessive power that is vulnerable to abuse. Critics also question the ability of labor unions to sometimes get away with using violent tactics.

George Reisman of the Mises Institute asks where General Motors would be today without the United Automobile Workers Association, the union in charge of organizing the vehicle manufacturers of the industrial giant. His answer, he says, applies as well to the other struggling domestic automakers, Ford and Chysler. First, GM would be without so-called Monday-morning automobiles. That is, automobiles poorly made for no other reason than because they happened to be made on a day when too few workers showed up, or too few showed up sober, to do the jobs they were paid to do. Without the UAW, General Motors would simply have fired such workers and replaced them with ones who would do the jobs they were paid to do. And so, without the UAW, GM would have produced more reliable, higher quality cars, had a better reputation for quality, and correspondingly greater sales volume to go with it. Second, without the UAW, GM would have been free to produce in the most efficient, lowest cost way and introduce improvements in efficiency as rapidly as possible. Sometimes this would have meant simply having one or two workers on the spot do a variety of simple jobs that needed doing, without having to call in half a dozen different workers each belonging to a different union job classification and having to pay that much more to get the job done. Third, without the UAW, GM would have an average unit cost per automobile close to that of non-union Toyota. Toyota makes a profit of about $2,000 per vehicle, while GM suffers a loss of about $1,200 per vehicle, a difference of $3,200 per unit. And the far greater part of that difference, Reisman finds, is the result of nothing but GM's being forced to deal with the UAW. Fourth, without the UAW, GM would not now be in process of attempting to pay a ransom to its UAW workers of up to $140,000 per man, just to get them to quit and take their hands out of its pockets. Fifth, without the UAW, GM would not now have healthcare obligations that account for more than $1,600 of the cost of every vehicle it produces. Sixth, without the UAW, GM would not now have pension obligations which, if entered on its balance sheet in accordance with the rule now being proposed by the Financial Accounting Standards Board, will leave it with a net worth of minus $16 billion. What the UAW has done, Reisman concludes, on the foundation of coercive, interventionist labor legislation, is bring a once-great company to its knees. It has done this by a process of forcing one obligation after another upon the company, while at the same time, through its work rules, featherbedding practices, hostility to labor-saving advances, and outlandish pay scales, doing practically everything in its power to make it impossible for the company to meet those obligations.

Those who emphasize the need for a strong labor movement say that the protections that unions offer to workers are of vital importance at the moment. In the past, unions helped U.S. workers move into the middle class, they say. They point to the gains made by workers under the New Deal and other legislation, such as minimum wage guarantees and the 40-hour workweek, and the concessions that most companies have traditionally made, such as improvements in health care and other benefits. Those features of modern life are the direct result of the efforts of the labor movement, supporters say. "We need to re-create the possibility that my generation was raised on—you work hard, you play by the rules and you get a shot at achieving the American dream," says UNITE HERE hospitality president John Wilhelm. "I don't think that re-creation of middle-class opportunities is possible without a bigger, stronger labor movement."
 The loss of jobs to other countries and rising income inequality make unions especially relevant today, proponents argue. "American workers play by the rules, but the rules no longer work," says Change to Win Coalition chairwoman Anna Berger. "Wages are down, hours are up and the gap between rich and poor is staggering and growing. Unions are the antidote to everything that ails us," she adds.

Organized labor, supporters say, is one of the countervailing forces of U.S. politics, as defined by the economist John Kenneth Gailbraith in the 1950s. Gailbraith argued that the varying interests of labor, business and government should all be strong enough to push against each other and keep each other in check. Today, labor has become weak, supporters contend, which has made it easier for business interests to accumulate excessive power. "Labor has long ceased to be much of a countervailing force to business in political and economic life," says former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich. Proponents note that critics often portray unions' decline as proof of their irrelevance. But they argue that in fact, the decline of the labor movement is mostly the result of actions taken by employers and political leaders who oppose it. The NLRB has become less likely to take the side of labor in disputes, they say. And they add that employers often threaten or retaliate against employers who try to join unions, even though it is illegal to do so, because the NLRB does not possess the resources or inclination to enforce the law.

The retirement pension funds managed by labor unions have become major shareholders in hundreds of U.S. and foreign corporations. But by becoming intimately involved in questions of corporate governance as shareholders of the corporations, they undermine the integrity of union-related pension funds, observes Christopher Reilly of the Capital Research Center. While this tactic has its limits, it has scored some notable successes. State pension funds representing unionized public employees were among those responsible for removing Michael Eisner as chairman of the Walt Disney Company board of directors. A coalition of public pension funds managed to rally shareholders to oust four directors of Federated Department Stores. In 2002, pension funds and their allied unions stage an aggressive public relations campaign to embarrass Stanley Works, a U.S. tool company, which had planned to reincorporate offshore in Bermuda. The SEIU directed its allied pension funds for public-sector employees to pressured real estate companies the funds were invested in to allow SEIU to organize a portion of their employees. A current pending Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) XE "Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)"  decision will be critical to the future of union-inspired shareholder activism, writes Reilly. The commission is considering a rule that will allow certain investors, such as pension funds XE "pension funds"  and unions, to nominate corporate directors if enough votes are withheld from slates nominated by corporate executives.

Though nearly 80 percent of Americans favor international trade XE "international trade" , labor unions remain staunchly opposed to existing free trade laws and their expansion. While unions often use living and environmental standards, offshoring and the failures of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) XE "North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)"  as reasons to curtail free trade, Ivan Osorio of the Capital Research Center suggests these concerns ring hollow. Labor unions cry foul against trade agreements with developing countries (those with lower living and environmental standards), but they most recently objected to a new trade deal with Australia, one of the richest, high-wage countries in the world. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that, of 239,361 private sector non-farm layoffs during the first quarter of 2004, just 4,633 were "associated with movement of work outside of the country." Concurrent with some $150 billion in increased U.S.-Mexico trade under NAFTA, the Federal Reserve found that industrial output has increased annually at a rate of 3.3 percent in 1993 to a high of 7.4 percent in 1997 and 4.3 percent or higher in other years—dipping only during the 2001 recession. Osorio says that while NAFTA certainly can't claim all the credit, the data undercuts the argument that the trade agreement would ravage American manufacturing. Ultimately, what unions fear the most is increased competition from non-union businesses that benefit from free trade. Thus, despite the economic boom that has coincided with greater international trade, Osorio asserts labor will continue its fight to protect XE "protect"  jobs and frustrate free trade initiatives.

At some point in their lives, most Americans work at a low-paying job. Whether it is an office internship, a summer job at a local movie theater, or something decidedly more labor-intensive, nearly everyone knows the feeling of working for a relatively small amount of money. Currently, the smallest amount of money one can legally be paid in the U.S. is $6.55 per hour. That is the current level of the federal minimum wage XE "minimum wage" . First established in 1938, the minimum wage has since been increased every few years by Congress to offset inflation. Although $6.55 is the U.S.'s minimum wage, many states and even some cities have established minimum wages much higher than that – up to $9.50 in some cases.

Although certain local areas have a minimum wage greater than the national rate, recent efforts to raise the actual federal minimum from $6.55 have been rebuffed in Congress. However, minimum wage opponents dispute that contention; many argue that the federal minimum wage law is a bad idea in the first place, and should be abolished.
 Is the minimum wage good or bad economic policy? Should the federal minimum wage be raised from its current level of $6.55 an hour, or should lawmakers consider abolishing it completely?

Although Massachusetts enacted its own minimum wage law beginning in 1912, a federal minimum wage was not established until 1938, under the administration of President Roosevelt. The federal minimum wage was part of the Fair Labor Standards Act XE "Fair Labor Standards Act" , a worker-friendly law that also guaranteed time-and-a-half overtime pay for certain jobs. As with many of Roosevelt's economic reforms, the Fair Labor Standards Act was heavily criticized by some economic conservatives, who accused it of intruding too greatly on the free market XE "free market" . The philosophy that prevailed, writes the New York Times Magazine's Jon Gertner, was that "[T]he country's post-Depression economy was so weak that the notion that government should leave private business to its own devices was effectively marginalized."

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics XE "U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics" , approximately 479,000 Americans were paid minimum wage in 2005. (An additional 1.4 million earned a lower hourly wage than that—employers are allowed to pay less than the minimum wage to waitresses, bartenders and others whose job includes tips.) Young people comprise a significant portion of the low-wage workforce; the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that half of all workers earning the minimum wage or less are between the ages of 16 and 19. Still, Americans earning the minimum wage, or close to it, represent "a broad blend of faces and backgrounds from teenage lifeguards to single moms, from immigrants to grandmothers," writes Patrik Jonsson, a staff writer for the Christian Science Monitor.

Critics of the minimum wage say that it most harms the unskilled workers it is designed to help the most. Many employers, forced to overpay for the services of certain workers whose free-market wages would not be worth more than $6.55 an hour, will simply eliminate those workers' jobs or create new jobs requiring more skills, opponents argue. "If an employer must pay [minimum wage]," writes Walter Williams, a professor of economics at George Mason University in Fairfax, Va., "does it pay him to hire a person who is so unfortunate as to have skills that permit him to produce only $4 worth of value per hour?"
 Another economics professor who has criticized the minimum wage is David Neumark of the University of California at Irvine. He estimates that for every 10% the minimum wage is raised, the poverty rate increases by 3% to 4%—a direct result of unskilled workers being priced out of the job market, he says.

Additionally, those opponents maintain, small-business owners would be hit hard by any minimum wage increase. Forced to pay their minimum wage earners more money, those owners would be under considerable pressure to raise their other employees' hourly rates as well, opponents say. For low-margin businesses – businesses that have high expenses XE "expenses"  and relatively low profits – such across-the-board raises could prove disastrous financially. Such businesses would eventually have to raise prices to recoup some of their profits, critics say. Raising the minimum wage will inevitably "increase the cost of a bag of groceries, prescription drugs, day care or a night out with the family at a restaurant," says Jon Hurst, the president of the Retailers Association of Massachusetts.

Opponents also say that the idea that raising the minimum wage will help bring people out of poverty is ridiculous. For one thing, they say, very few people actually rely on a minimum wage job as their main source of income. Williams points out that the Labor Department XE "Labor Department"  recently noted that the "proportion of hourly-paid workers earning the prevailing federal minimum wage or less has trended downward since 1979." Many minimum wage earners are middle-class XE "middle-class"  teenagers living with their parents, critics note; according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 40% of workers making minimum wage lived in households with yearly incomes of $60,000 or higher in 2004, and 82% of minimum wage earners did not claim any dependents on their taxes that year.

Although many critics dismiss public sentiment for increasing the minimum wage as ill informed, supporters assert that such sentiment is too strong to be ignored. They point out that 83% of Americans favor raising the federal minimum wage by $2 an hour, according to an April 2006 study by the Pew Research Center XE "Pew Research Center" . "The public is way ahead of Washington," says Bill Samuel, the legislative director of the A.F.L.-C.I.O., the leading labor group in the U.S. "They see this as a matter of basic fairness, the underpinning of basic labor law in this country, a floor under wages so we're not competing with Bangladesh." Proponents of raising the minimum wage further point out that the study demonstrates the bipartisan appeal of a minimum wage hike: 91% of Democrats and 72% of Republicans support a $2-an-hour raise. Supporters also rebut charges made by many critics that a federal minimum wage increase will lead to job losses across the country. Proponents contend that the number of jobs a country's economy can sustain is in fact far more dependent on the general health of that country's overall economy than on its minimum wage rate. The effect that raising minimum wage has on unemployment is extremely small, supporters argue, and critics tend to exaggerate it in order to alarm people.

Indeed, there is evidence that boosting the minimum wage could actually lower unemployment XE "unemployment" , supporters assert. An influential study conducted by David Card and Alan Krueger, economists at Princeton University in New Jersey, found that raising minimum wages by a modest amount did not create more unemployment at all, as they had originally surmised—in fact, it caused unemployment to decline slightly. That study is often credited with changing many economists' minds about the so-called negative effect of a high minimum wage. Prior to Card and Krueger's study, economists were more or less united in their opposition to a minimum wage; now they are more divided on the issue.
 Increasing the minimum wage would also help local economies because low-income workers would have more money to spend, backers assert. "Overall, most low-wage workers pump every dollar of their paychecks directly into the local economy by spending their money in their neighborhood stores, local pharmacies and corner markets," says Dan Gardner of the Oregon Bureau of Labor and Industries. "When the minimum wage increases, local economies benefit from the increased purchasing power." Additionally, supporters say that a higher minimum wage would increase productivity by reducing job turnover, and because people tend to work harder if they have better-paying jobs.
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Questions for Thought

Does a strong labor movement help to improve working conditions and life generally? Or is organized labor outdated and detrimental to economic prosperity?

Is a federal minimum wage bad economic policy in the first place and a feature of the U.S. economy that perhaps should be abolished entirely?

Do you think the minimum wage in your state is adequate?

Have you ever worked at a minimum-wage job? If so, describe that job.

Do you support the idea of a maximum wage?

Sample Topic Questions

Should the federal minimum wage be inflation adjusted?

Are labor unions still politically powerful?

Are labor unions to blame for General Motor's collapse?

Further Research

The U.S. Department of Labor has a very informative site on minimum wage laws across the United States: http://www.dol.gov/esa/minwage/america.htm 

Check out Wikipedia's entry on the same issue: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minimum_wage 

Labor Union Resources runs a regularly updated page here: http://www.laborunionresources.org/ 

The AFL-CIO – one of the most powerful unions in the United States – runs a webpage here: http://www.aflcio.org/ 
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 “The president is the representative of the whole nation and he's the only lobbyist that all the one hundred and sixty million people in the country have.” ~Harry S. Truman, 33rd U.S. President

"Whenever I go down to Washington and meet with the SEC and complain to them that the industry is either over regulated or the burdens are too great they all start to roll their eyes, just like all of our children do when we talk about the good old days." ~Bernard Madoff, convicted SEC fraudster

“The lobbyists and the entities they represent tend to be among the most experienced experts available who have direct real-world knowledge of the situation. They are advocating for a position and for a client, but usually from a vantage point of expertise that can be very beneficial to us.” ~Adam Sharp

“There's a difference between a fact-finding trip that you do with the Aspen Institute and these trips funded by lobbyists and corporations where you do an hour of work and then play golf at St. Andrews all day.” ~Jennifer Crider, congressional staffer

Special-interest groups XE "Special-interest groups"  representing a wide range of interests and viewpoints are prevalent in our nation's Capitol. While they have existed in one form or another for much of the country's history, the American public tends to hold a deep seated distrust of lobbyists XE "lobbyists"  and the pecuniary motivation that drives their behavior. Representatives from lobbying groups routinely petition, or lobby, lawmakers to act in accordance with their particular group's goals, by supporting or opposing specific policies or legislation. For example, lobbyists representing an American automaker or labor union might pressure members of Congress to support legislation to guarantee employee pension benefits with taxpayer dollars. Lobbyists representing taxpayer organizations or foreign automakers might try to push lawmakers in the other direction. In some cases, special-interest groups might provide members of Congress with financial incentives in an effort to influence their votes on the floor of the House or Senate.

Unfortunately for the future of American lobbying, a series of high-profile scandals involving influence peddlers and poorly enforced ethics rules have pressured politicians to clean up their act. The current client of lobbying is heavily tainted by Jack Abramoff XE "Jack Abramoff"  and the corrupt reputation of K-Street XE "K-Street" . At the end of the Jack Abramoff scandal, the last thing any political figure wanted was a picture with the convicted politician or a compromising donation from one of his organizations.
 Abramoff pleaded guilty mail fraud, conspiracy and tax evasion in connection with his lobbying activities and was sentenced to four years in prison after he agreed to cooperate with prosecutors trying to find out whether Abramoff bought specific actions from members of Congress, their aides or members of the Bush administration by doling out large campaign contributions and gifts. Some politicians returned donations brokered through Abramoff. Others, like John T. Doolittle (R-California), saw no reason to return money. He did not return any of the $50,000 in political donations XE "political donations"  he received from the lobbyist or the Indian tribes Abramoff once represented. The representative said he had "no intention of returning any contribution from anyone that was made in an ethical and legal matter," regardless of how many of his colleagues do so out of political expediency or how much the media tries to irresponsibly distort the propriety of Mr. Doolittle's actions. Doolittle's campaign received $4,000 from Abramoff, and his political committees banked another $46,000 from tribes linked to the lobbyist, including the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, the Chitimacha Tribe of Louisiana and the Mississippi Band of Choctaw Indians, according to the Center for Responsive Politics, a nonpartisan group that analyzed political contributions from 1999 to 2005.

Lobbying scandals have a way of destroying political careers. Although Representative Norm Dicks (D-Washington) could have been in line to take over the chairmanship of the House panel that overseas Pentagon funding, his relationship with a lobbying firm caused many to look twice at his bid. Dicks adamantly denies any wrongdoing and said he has not had any contact with the FBI or the House Ethics Committee, which is also investigating the PMA Group and its ties to members of Congress. Outside congressional watchdog groups XE "watchdog groups"  say there is no evidence Dicks has done anything illegal. Yet they also say he could find himself increasingly on the hot seat if Rep. John Murtha, D-Pennsylvania, is forced out as chairman of the House defense appropriations subcommittee. Dicks is the No. 2 Democrat on the committee. Dicks, in an interview, admits knowing Paul Magliocchetti, the founder of PMA and a former top aide on the defense appropriations subcommittee. Without prompting, he provided a list of the more than $27 million in earmarks he secured for four PMA clients, defense firms with Navy-related contracts, over the past three years. But Dicks rejected any suggestion that the earmarks XE "earmarks"  – congressionally directed spending in an appropriations bill XE "appropriations bill"  – were in any way related to the more than $133,000 in campaign contributions he has received from Magliocchetti, PMA's political action committee, its other employees and its clients since 2001.

The ties between political decision-makers and lobbyists need not be concrete for the media and public to infer an inappropriate relationship. For instance, U.S. District Judge Karl Forester, who is overseeing the bid-rigging case against road contractor Leonard Lawson, is the father-in-law of a lobbyist for the main industry group through which Lawson's companies have flexed political muscle over the decades. Forester's son-in-law is Frankfort lobbyist Sean Cutter, who was registered to lobby for the Kentucky Association of Highway Contractors and was paid by the group as recently as this year's legislative session, according to state records. Forester is the fourth judge to be assigned the Lawson prosecution, following three other judges in the Eastern District of Kentucky who had to recuse XE "recuse"  themselves because of various conflicts of interest. On Friday, Forester said he was surprised by the link between his family and Lawson's industry group. The judge said he checked with his son-in-law before taking the case to be sure that he was not lobbying for Lawson at the statehouse.
 

Enterprising lobbyists find ways around the regulations. In Florida, state legislators can't take even a bottle of water from lobbyists, but the ban on gifts won't stop enterprising lawmakers from fishing elsewhere for lobbyists' money. Thirteen House members belong to a charity called the Florida Hispanic Legislative Caucus, which holds a deep-sea fishing tournament in Key West to raise money for the nonprofit group. For $15,000, donors get two suites at a Marriott resort and assorted promotional goodies. They also get valuable face time with legislators, seven of whom plan to attend. The Hispanic Legislative Caucus is a nonprofit advocacy group that was formed in 2005 to advance Hispanic issues statewide, including offering scholarships to students. Its main source of income is a pair of annual tournaments – one for golf and one for fishing – that are supported by Tallahassee lobbyists and their clients. The solicitation of money from lobbyists by charitable groups connected to lawmakers has been a subject of debate since the gift ban took effect on Jan. 1, 2006. The law says no legislator or legislative employee ''shall knowingly accept, directly or indirectly, any expenditure'' from lobbyists or their clients other than celebratory floral arrangements. The law defines lobbying as ''an attempt to obtain the goodwill'' of a lawmaker. However, the House general counsel has issued numerous legal opinions that the caucus can solicit lobbyists' money because it is a 501(c)4 advocacy organization XE "501(c)4 advocacy organization"  under the tax code, which is exempt from the ban on gifts.

The problem with tightening lobbying regulations is that the new rules are invariably as loophole ridden as the first ones. After all, lobbyists help craft the new laws. Utah's new regulatory regime is instructive. A cursory review by the Deseret News shows that one aim of the new rules – greater disclosure of legislators who take lobbyists' gifts – is hit and miss. The old $50 threshold for naming a legislator who takes a meal from a lobbyist was lowered to $25. Still, many meals reported Friday were under $25 or fall under a new exemption, so no legislators were listed with that gift. For example, lobbyist Paul Rogers spends a lot of time and money taking lawmakers to lunch. Over the past three months, Rogers spent $522.98 on "meals and entertainment." But of all that, only one gift was reportable under the new rules with a lawmaker's name — a $40 meal accepted by State Senator Steve Urquhart (R). One former legislator, now a lobbyist, says it doesn't much matter what kind of lobbyist-disclosure rules there are, the real question of influence over Utah's 104 part-time legislators lies in campaign-finance reform, not lobbyist disclosures. Under Utah law, any person or entity, including corporations, can give any amount of money to a state candidate or officeholder. Utah is one of only five states that have no limits on campaign contributions.

One of the best ways of fighting abuse is to self-regulate XE "self-regulate" . Candidates who try to maintain an above-board reputation XE "reputation"  will self-police themselves. Barack Obama is one of those politicians. Our president maintains a strict ban on cash contributions XE "cash contributions" . Although this policy limits the haul from fundraisers like a dinner sponsored by the Issues Conference, many candidates attracted by the event find other ways to collect. Invitations for the $5,000-per-person Issues Conference don't say it's an effort to skirt Obama’s lobbying ban, but they walk right up to the edge. "Please note that the Friday Issues Conference is NOT subject to lobbyist restrictions, though the event is intended for personal contributions only," a finance official from the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee wrote in an e-mail sent to lobbyists and obtained by POLITICO, bolding the entire sentence to underscore the clarification. “The Issues Conference is separate from the DSCC/DCCC events with President Obama.” One prominent Democratic lobbyist unhappy with the situation described it vividly: “It’s almost like the ugly girl that you want to call late at night – but don’t want to be seen with on a date.”

Abramoff's demise demonstrated that lobbyists and lawmakers at the center of recent scandals are not above the law. But since many important aspects of the relationships between legislators and special-interest groups continue to be shrouded in secrecy, additional scandals could occur. By proposing to restrict lobbying, reformers have seemingly offered the American public the prospect of a Congress without corruption. Is such a scenario possible, considering that private money has influenced political decision-making since the earliest days of the republic? Some seem hopeful that a Congress untainted by private money can be created through the implementation of smart policies, while others – including many voters – remain skeptical. Nevertheless, while Democrats and Republicans have wrestled over the extent to which the lobbying industry should be regulated, both parties wish to restore the public's trust in the legislative branch. Political analysts say that it will likely take years following the passage of a new congressional lobbying-reform bill to gauge its effectiveness in marginalizing corruption and promoting open government.
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Questions for Thought

To what lengths should lawmakers go to reform the nation's lobbying industry in the wake of recent scandals involving lobbyists and members of Congress?

Should politicians in Representative Doolittle's position be required to return campaign donations received through illegally brokered donations?

You are chair of the Senate Ethics Committee. What rules do you enact to increase accountability and openness in the political process?

Sample Topic Questions

Is it time to update Senate ethics rules?

Is President Obama more transparent than previous Presidents?

Should political candidates be allowed to accept private contributions?

Further Research

The Open Secrets website catalogs donations and political associations so that the common citizen can better follow money politics. Check out the website here: http://www.opensecrets.org/ 

Check out the Wikipedia entry on lobbying: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lobbying 

And while you are there, look up Jack Abramoff and Duke Cunningham, two individuals caught up some of the more recent lobbying scandals: 

Abramoff: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Abramoff_Indian_lobbying_scandal 

Cunningham: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duke_Cunningham 

Medicare and Medicaid

· Gold Folder Created: August 2009

 “There's so much complexity that in a sense the people confused by the benefit are the ones who are the most knowledgeable on Medicare. And for sure, there will be many people who will be confronted with the complexity and, sadly, they will throw their hands up and give up.” ~Robert Hayes, actor

"Al Gore may think Medicare is at a crossroads, but his plan puts it on a highway to bankruptcy." ~Dan Bartlett, former counsel to the President

"Despite the administration's long public information campaign, for many months polls have consistently indicated only 37 percent of those eligible for Medicare say they only partially understand the program." ~Mike Fitzpatrick, former Representative (R-Pennsylvania)

"How we continue to fund Medicare and Medicaid into the future is a pressing issue of national concern." ~James T. Walsh, former representative (R-New York)

"I believe keeping our promises should be our highest priority and that means saving Social Security and Medicare while preserving the American dream for our children and grandchildren." ~Senator (R-Oklahoma)

Throughout most of the history of the United States, health insurance XE "health insurance"  was traditionally private, but efforts were made throughout the 20th century to initiate programs at the national level. Presidents such as Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman championed national health-care systems, and bills to that effect were introduced in Congress in the 1930s and 1940s but were never passed. The idea resurfaced during the administration of President Lyndon Johnson, when Congress passed legislation that made health insurance available to the poor and the elderly. In 1965, that legislation, in the form of amendments to the Social Security Act XE "Social Security Act" , established Medicare XE "Medicare"  and Medicaid XE "Medicaid" .

Medicare was intended to benefit older Americans, but it was expanded to include other segments of the population. In 1973, Medicare began to include people under the age of 65 with certain medical conditions. In 1988, Congress passed legislation in which income tax surcharges were used to broaden coverage for people under 65 with catastrophic conditions, but that legislation was repealed a year later. Other changes have been made to the nature of the coverage itself. In the 1980s, the government began to allow Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs) XE "Health Maintenance Organizations (HMOs)"  to receive Medicare funding in exchange for insuring the program's recipients. Enrollment in Medicare HMOs increased substantially in the 1990s, and in 1997, as part of the Balanced Budget Act, Congress established the Medicare+Choice program (Medicare Part C) XE "Medicare+Choice program (Medicare Part C)" . The idea behind increasing the participation of HMOs in public health care was that private companies would be better able to offer more benefits at low prices.

During the following years, however, companies began to drop out of the program, saying that it was unprofitable, while others cut benefits. At the same time, the number of people enrolled in Medicare increased. Enrollment was expected to rise greatly as the so-called baby boom generation – some 77 million people born in the 1950s and 1960s who will begin to retire around 2010 – reached the age of eligibility. Many in the government stressed the need to develop an effective means of funding the program as it expanded, and particularly to provide recipients with benefits such as prescription drug coverage.

Currently Medicare covers only prescription drugs XE "prescription drugs"  that are administered in a hospital, and the elderly have been hard hit by rising prescription drug prices. According to the AARP, an advocacy group for Americans over 50, although the elderly make up just 13% of the total population, they consume 34% of the prescription drugs dispensed in the nation. And consumer group Families USA projects that prescription drug prices will increase by more than 72% by 2010, which will worsen the situation for those on Medicare.
 

Dartmouth College researchers have been studying Medicare spending patterns for years and they've discovered wide variations in Medicare costs that seem to have no relation at all to the health outcomes of the patients. Assuming that there is no reason to spend more rather than less, the Dartmouth group concludes that if doctors across the country practiced medicine the way doctors in the lowest-spending areas do, we could reduce total Medicare spending by one-third with no harm to patients. U.S. Budget Director Peter Orszag calculates that the potential savings could be a whopping $750 billion a year; that's enough to cover about half the cost of Obama's health-reform plan XE "Obama's health-reform plan" . The implicit assumption Orszag is making is that the doctors who treat Medicare patients must be treating their non-Medicare patients the same way. But this assumption, it turns out, is not true, says John C. Goodman of the National Review — differences in Medicare spending are, in many cases, offset by spending on other patients. For example, although Texas is fifth from the top in Medicare spending per capita, it is seventh from the bottom in per capita spending for the state's population as a whole. And California is eleventh from the top in Medicare spending, but eighth from the bottom in spending overall. What's going on here, probably, is "cost shifting XE "cost shifting" ," says Goodman. When Medicare underpays, doctors, hospitals and other providers try to recoup their losses by overcharging other patients. To the degree that cost shifting is going on, we would expect an inverse relationship: When Medicare pays less, private patients tend to pay more, and vice versa.

No conversation about reform of our health care system is complete unless it includes a discussion of how medical costs are driving Americans to bankruptcy XE "bankruptcy"  court. The first nationwide study on medical causes of bankruptcy conducted by Harvard Law School, Harvard Medical Group and Ohio University, found that 62.1 percent of all bankruptcies filed in 2007 were related to medical problems. This represents a 50 percent increase since 2001. Those seeking the protection of bankruptcy due to uncovered medical expenses are typically middle class. Two-thirds of them own their homes. Three-fifths have college degrees. They are employed and have medical coverage from private insurers when the crisis hits, but by the time they are considering bankruptcy most have lost their jobs due to their illness, and have lost their medical coverage and are unable to get new private coverage. According to the study, too many Americans are just one serious illness away from bankruptcy. Most health insurance policies have loopholes, copayments and deductibles that can bankrupt a family in a short time. The study found that patients with diabetes typically pay an average of $26,971 in out-of-pocket expenses each year. The largest single expense for medically bankrupt families is a hospital stay, and prescription drugs make up the largest recurring expense at 18.6 percent of total debt. Patients often put part of these debts on their credit cards, thus accumulating large amounts of credit card debt added to the bills they owe to medical facilities. Bankruptcies are on the rise. Nationwide, bankruptcies for the first quarter of 2009 were up 35 percent over the same period last year. The executive director of the American Bankruptcy Institute, Samuel J. Gerdano, predicts this year more than 1 million bankruptcies will be filed. For most families, the decision to file bankruptcy is a difficult choice, but it offers a fresh start – a ray of hope – when medical debts become overwhelming. Health care costs should be the last thing that drives people to our bankruptcy courts, not one of the first.
 

The result of a study published in The American Journal of Medicine showed that 62.1% of personal bankruptcies filed in 2007 – before the economic downturn – were due to medical debt associated with healthcare costs. Most Americans who filed for personal bankruptcy due to health care costs were middle-class, homeowners who had gone to college – 75% reported having health insurance XE "health insurance" .

The Fraser Institute says the idea that large numbers of Americans are declaring bankruptcy due to medical expenses is a myth and therefore, the introduction of government-run health insurance in the United States will do nothing to reduce personal bankruptcies. The current debate about reforming U.S. health care policy has included suggestions that nearly two-thirds of personal bankruptcies in the United States result from uninsured medical expenses or loss of income due to illness. Advocates of socialized medicine argue that this would not occur if the United States adopted a government-run health system similar to Canada's. However, if socialized medicine played a role in reducing personal bankruptcies, we would expect to see a lower rate of personal bankruptcy in Canada compared to the United States. 

To the contrary, says the Fraser Institute. The personal bankruptcy rate was actually higher in Canada in 2006 and 2007 (0.30 percent for both years) than in the United States (0.20 percent and .27 percent). Medical spending was only one of several contributing factors in 17 percent of U.S. bankruptcies — medical debts accounted for only 12 to 13 percent of the total debts among American bankruptcy filers who cited medical debt as one of their reasons for bankruptcy. Medical reasons were cited as the primary cause of bankruptcy by approximately 15 percent of bankrupt Canadian seniors (55 years of age and older). Non-medical expenditures comprise the majority of debt among bankrupt consumers in both Canada and the United States; the inability to earn sufficient income to cover these costs – not exposure to uninsured medical costs – is the real explanation for almost all bankruptcies in either country. Thus, the Fraser Institute says, bankruptcy statistics do not support arguments for a government-run, single-payer, socialized health insurance system.

Virtually all current health care reform plans feature a monopoly health insurance store, operated by federal or state governments, for those who lack employer or government-sponsored insurance and want to qualify for government subsidies, says Regina Herzlinger, the Nancy R. McPherson professor of business administration chair at the Harvard Business School and fellow at the Manhattan Institute. Advocates claim these monopoly XE "monopoly"  markets will control costs through their purchasing power and enhance price competition by simplifying comparison-shopping. Herzlinger admits that retailing innovations can enhance productivity. The retailing sector is credited for 34 percent of the 1995-1999 surge in U.S. labor productivity and continuing growth through 2002; retailers achieved these results through innovations such as convenient web outlets (eBay, Amazon, Netflix); inexpensive, stylish goods (IKEA, Target); and widening ranges of products that enhanced competition. But before we get swept away, Herzlinger cautions, let us remember that these health-insurance markets would be monopolies run by government, two characteristics that normally do not enhance consumer welfare. Previous experience suggests that government-run health insurance markets limit choice, through plans with standardized benefits packages, crowd out employer-sponsored insurance and and limit innovation through price setting. Competition, says Herzlinger, lowers costs. Switzerland she points out, has 84 private-sector insurers, and they've lowered their general and administrative expenses to 5 percent of their total costs. This percentage equal to and likely better than the administrative costs of the monopolistic government Medicare program. Some contend the American public needs a centralized market offering a limited choice of plans with standardized features because it is essentially too stupid to wend its way through a thicket of insurance plans, says Herzlinger. But, in the rest of the U.S. economy, Americans have driven down the price and improved the quality of complex purchases such as personal computers and cars. Automobile prices, for example, have inflated by only 35 percent since 1982-1984, while the CPI index XE "CPI index"  more than doubled. And Americans wend their way through 43,000 items carried by the average food retailer to get what they want.

Goodman argues that President Obama's eventual goal is to nationalize health care in the United States. Goodman, who as President, CEO and the Kellye Wright Fellow of the National Center for Policy Analysis has extensively studied the British health care system, says Americans should do everything possible to prevent a remake of the U.S. system into the British model. If a person is healthy, Goodman says, nationalized health care is not a threat; it is when you are ill that the system is a risk to your long-term well-being. Britain's national health board has determined that a year of life is worth $35,000. If a life-saving drug or procedure would cost more than that, the British health care system can deny a patient that treatment, he explained. All over the world there is a problem with rising health care costs; it's not just in America. Instead of a government controlled system, Goodman recommends health care reform that allows individuals to determine their own medical care and creates insurance that is patient-centered and can be taken job to job by an employee. Free market competition XE "competition" , not government intervention, is the solution to the nation's health care troubles, Goodman says.

The Obama administration consistently pledges unrealistic results that it later distances itself from, says Karl Rove, the former senior adviser and deputy chief of staff to President George W. Bush. Rove believes the Obama administration wants a government takeover of health care. To get it, it is promising to wring massive savings out of the health care industry. And it has already started to make cost-savings promises. Rove says the administration strong-armed health care providers into promising $2 trillion in health savings, got pharmaceutical companies to promise to lower drug prices for seniors by $80 billion over 10 years and also trotted out hospital executives to say that they would voluntarily save the government $150 billion over 10 years. None of this comes near to being true, says Rove. On the promised $2 trillion, everyone admits that the number isn't built on anything specific – it's an aspirational goal. On drug prices, a White House spokesman admitted, "These savings have not been identified at the moment." It is speculative that these cuts will actually be made, when they would begin, or whether they would reduce government health care spending. None of this will stop the administration from arguing that its "savings" will pay for Obama's $1.5 trillion health care plans. By the time the real price tag emerges, it will be too late to do much more than raise taxes and curtail spending on urgent priorities, such as the military, says Rove.

President Obama says he wants more "competition and choice," in health care, but the government-run health care plan that he supports, euphemistically called the "public option XE "public option" ," would lead to less competition and leave Americans with far fewer choices, says Michael Tanner, director of health and welfare studies at the CATO institute. According to Tanner, a government-run plan would have an inherent advantage in the marketplace because American taxpayers ultimately would subsidize it. The government plan could keep its premiums artificially low or offer extra benefits because it could turn to taxpayers to cover any shortfalls. While the Obama administration promises that the government plan would have to be self-supporting, Tanner asks whether a Congress that is busy bailing out banks and automobile companies because they are "too big to fail" could resist subsidizing the government's insurance plan if it began to lose money. Tanner says the government plan could impose much lower reimbursement rates on doctors and hospitals the way Medicare and Medicaid do today. Providers would be forced to recoup that lost income by shifting their costs to private insurance, driving up premiums and making private insurance even less competitive. Advocates of the public option promise that it would pay competitive reimbursement rates, but politicians made the same promise back when Medicare was created. Besides, says Tanner, if the government option isn't going to use its buying power to drive down costs, what is the point of having it? In the end, millions of Americans would be forced out of the insurance they have today – even if they are satisfied with it – and into the government plan. Businesses, in particular, would have every incentive to dump their workers into the public plan, says Tanner. According to the actuarial firm, The Lewin Group, as many as 118.5 million people – roughly two-thirds of those with insurance today – would be shifted from private to public coverage.

Chronic diseases XE "Chronic diseases" , such as cancer, heart disease and diabetes, account for 75 percent of all health care spending in America today. And that's why it is vitally important that we focus reform efforts on disease prevention and management, says Billy Tauzin, President and CEO, Pharmaceutical Research and Manufacturers of America (PhRMA). Studies show that medicines can be one of the most effective ways to fight chronic diseases and reduce costs. They often prevent patients from developing full-blown disease and help to drive down the cost of surgery and hospitalization, says Tauzin. What's more, medications account for only 10 cents of each health care dollar. IMS Health reports show that last year, spending on prescription medicines grew by just 1.3 percent over 2007; that is the lowest growth rate since 1961. The ability of medicines to help patients avoid full-blown disease and death can be profoundly dramatic, says Tauzin. A study published in the journal Health Affairs in 2007 found that 89,000 premature deaths and about 420,000 hospitalizations could have been avoided if blood pressure medicines had been more widely available and properly used. Another study by economist Frank R. Lichtenberg says each dollar spent on new medicines results in more than $6 in health care savings. As part of health care reform, we need to address the consequences of patients not taking their medicines as prescribed XE "prescribed"  — non-adherence costs America $100 billion to $300 billion a year in avoidable hospitalizations, surgeries and nursing home admissions, says Tauzin. We also need to preserve and develop policies that foster medical innovation. Without the development of new treatments and delivery systems, the number of cases of Alzheimer's disease and other diseases could increase dramatically. Patients and our national economy would suffer.
 

Health savings accounts (HSAs) XE "Health savings accounts (HSAs)"  are special purpose savings accounts where contributions are tax-deductible for the individual. The amount saved, plus interest earned, is useable for any qualified health care expense. This makes it an ideal alternative to insurance for the self-employed, freelancers, part-time job holders and others not provided with insurance as an employee benefit or who cannot get conventional health insurance, says author Dan Kennedy. 

According to an extensive study conducted by Blue Cross Blue Shield Association, those with HSAs are more cost-conscious and proactively, responsibly engaged in their health decisions than those with traditional insurance. The study found that 72 percent of those with HSAs track their health expenses, compared to 42 percent covered by insurance. 24 percent discuss health expenses with providers and may shop and negotiate, vs. 18 percent covered by insurance. When it comes to preventive care, the study found that HSA account holders win too. 69 percent have regular check-ups vs. 62 percent covered by insurance. 25 percent of HSAers exercise regularly vs. 14 percent of those insured. Kennedy points out that those paying for health care with their own money are much more involved and responsible in taking care of themselves and controlling costs than those receiving insurance as an employee benefit or otherwise covered by insurance.

E. Thomas McClanahan predicts that the health care reform plans taking shape in Washington are bound to fail because what the Democrats have in mind will do nothing effective to deal with rising costs. If reform fails to curb costs, a budgetary disaster will result. Massachusetts has already implemented the sort of micro-managing, government-dominated reform the Democrats advocate. Costs exploded. McClanahan says that health reformers must accept that successful reform can’t take place outside the basic laws of economics. To discipline producers – and control costs – you need a functioning price system and consumers with the freedom and means to make choices. You need a real market. McClanahan provides the first step toward that goal, which is decoupling health insurance from employment. He says we should tax employer-provided health benefits and then give people a deduction or a tax credit covering the average premium. Plans with benefits above that amount would be taxed like income. This idea has solid bipartisan support. Economist Jason Furman, now a White House aide, discussed it in 2006. President Bush proposed a version in his 2007 State of the Union Address. John McCain offered his own version in his presidential campaign. Leonard Burman of the left-of-center Tax Policy Center recently pointed out that this approach would immediately force employers to reveal what they pay for health insurance. Many workers would rather have higher pay than a gold-plated policy. As Burman noted in a Washington Post article mid-summer, “If machinists earning $50,000 a year knew that their employers were paying $20,000 for their health insurance, many would ask them to find a cheaper plan (such as an HMO) and boost wages.” McClanahan says giving individuals the same access to tax-free insurance that employers enjoy would put policies within reach of many more consumers.
 

Shouldn't policymakers take a hard look at Medicare – the largest health insurance program in the country – before moving ahead to create something similar for everyone else? ask Roy Ramthun and James Capretta, former health care advisors to President George W. Bush. Medicare, the federal health program for the elderly and disabled, has strong public support, and for good reason, say Ramthun and Capretta. Medicare provides seniors with reliable health insurance. But that does not mean the dominant Medicare model – fee-for-service XE "fee-for-service"  insurance, circa 1965 – is working well and should be replicated elsewhere. The primary problem in health care is costly, inefficient arrangements for medical care. Medicare's fee-for-service insurance is the support structure for this expensive status quo. Fee-for-service insurance allows enrollees to see any licensed service provider, with no questions asked. Its substantial cost-sharing XE "cost-sharing"  is mostly ineffective in discouraging utilization because some 90 percent of the enrollees carry supplemental coverage that pays for what Medicare does not. Volume is Medicare's Achilles' heel; according to the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) XE "Congressional Budget Office (CBO)" , the real price Medicare paid for physician fees dropped between 1997 and 2005 by nearly 5 percent, but total spending rose 35 percent because of rising use and more intensive treatment per condition. Employers have been trying for years to move away from the fee-for-service payment system and toward higher quality, lower-cost networks of providers. They are well ahead of the federal government in their disease management and wellness efforts, say Ramthun and Capretta. But employers can only do so much when Medicare – the dominant payer in most markets – pushes in the opposite direction. Because Medicare will finance unlimited use and pay any licensed provider, many individual doctors and hospitals see no reason to give up their autonomy, which means care is all too often delivered in a fragmented, disorganized and inefficient manner. Many other types of providers — such as laboratories, home health agencies and hospices — survive as stand-alone operations because of Medicare's open network and provider-centric payment systems, say Ramthun and Capretta.

Recent press reports, including a front-page story in the Wall Street Journal, announced the news that Wal-Mart XE "Wal-Mart"  has signed a letter to President Obama endorsing the idea of an "employer mandate XE "employer mandate" " – a requirement that employers offer health insurance to their employees. Why would Wal-Mart – the nation's largest employer – endorse such an idea? Simple: It would cripple many of their competitors, says Robert Book, a health economist with the Heritage Foundation. Wal-Mart's large size enables them to extract low prices from manufacturers, and that (combined with efficient, computerized inventory operations) enables them to undercut – and sometimes drive out of business – small "mom-and-pop" retailers. An employer mandate to provide health insurance would enhance Wal-Mart's cost advantage, says Book. Wal-Mart has 1.4 million U.S. employees and can negotiate a health insurance contract for them all at once. As a large multi-state employer, they can self-insure and provide coverage under federal regulations contained in the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA) XE "Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA)" . Self-insurance exempts Wal-Mart from costly compliance with most state health insurance regulations. Wal-Mart's small competitors that have less than 20 employees often pay more than twice as much per employee for the same insurance coverage, and small employers must comply with sometimes onerous state regulations. Ultimately, the employer mandate would impose much higher costs per employee on small retailers than it would on Wal-Mart. They would have to charge higher prices to compensate, which would put them at a substantial competitive disadvantage. Many of these small retailers would be forced out of business, says Book. Supporting the employer mandate is just another way large business can harness the forces of government to hobble their smaller competitors, Book explains.

The United States has many options when it comes to health care policy, and we have many examples to draw from for government reforms. Canada, the United Kingdom and several states provide examples of how different policy changes would impact the nation. The question we have to answer is which, if any, we should implement.
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Questions for Thought

What health care policy reforms do you support? 

What changes do you think are reasonable given the current political climate?

Do the examples of Canada and the United Kingdom support universalized health care? Why or why not?

Should Medicare be changed to encourage more involvement of private insurers?

Should Medicaid be reformed to give states more control over the program?

Sample Topic Questions

Health: Should Congress pass the “employer mandate”?

Is Medicare bankrupt?

What does Obama-care mean for America's healthcare providers?

Further Research

Check out the details of President Obama's healthcare plan here: http://www.barackobama.com/issues/healthcare/ 

The Department of Labor maintains a webpage on healthcare issues. You can access it here: http://www.bls.gov/oco/cg/cgs035.htm 

Read up on the AFL-CIO's healthcare stand here: http://www.aflcio.org/issues/healthcare/ 

Military Service From Noncitizens
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"War is too serious a matter to entrust to military men." 

~ Georges Clemenceau, former Prime Minister of France. 

"The essence of war is violence. Moderation in war is imbecility." 

~ John A. Fisher. 

"One of the greatest casualties of the war in Vietnam is the Great Society...shot down on the battlefield of Vietnam." 

~ Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

"Military glory -- the attractive rainbow that rises in showers of blood." 

~ Abraham Lincoln 

Military might 
Non-citizens contribute 

Right next to our boys 

On April 1, 2009, Army Chief of Staff General George Casey swore in 32 U.S. Army recruits XE "recruits"  at Times Square in New York City. Sixteen of those enlistees were not U.S. citizens XE "citizens" , but were recruited as part of a recently launched program designed to attract immigrants XE "immigrants"  who are in the U.S. on temporary visas XE "temporary visas"  and have specialized skills in health care or foreign languages. Today, over 35,000 noncitizens serve in the military and about 8,000 enlist each year.1 

Earlier in the year, President Obama announced that 21,000 additional troops were to be deployed to Afghanistan to aid U.S. forces currently fighting an insurgency by the Muslim fundamentalist group the Taliban XE "Taliban" . However, U.S. General Stanley McChrystal, the top commander of U.S. and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) XE "North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)"  forces in Afghanistan, said in June that despite--or even because of--that surge, U.S. soldiers would face higher casualties over the coming year as the battles with insurgents intensified.2 

In the midst of a troubled military campaign in Iraq, launched in 2003, and in Afghanistan, launched in 2001, the U.S. faces the challenge of continually finding new recruits for its armed services. In addition to lowering some recruiting standards, such as aptitude test XE "aptitude test"  scores, and accepting a higher percentage of recruits who do not have high school diplomas, the military has turned to recruiting noncitizens, including permanent residents with green cards XE "green cards" , and, more recently, legal temporary immigrants XE "legal temporary immigrants"  without green cards.3 

Sometimes called "green card soldiers XE "green card soldiers" ," these noncitizen recruits can achieve expedited citizenship XE "expedited citizenship"  in as little as six months in return for military service. For other noncitizens, the naturalization XE "naturalization"  process can take years and is saddled with high fees. Although the U.S. has a history of enlisting noncitizen soldiers, enlisting temporary immigrants with specialized skills had never been done prior to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.4 

As the military eases its restrictions on new recruits, observers ask what impact the new policies will have on national security. Should the U.S. Defense Department XE "Defense Department"  continue to offer expedited citizenship in exchange for military service? Is the policy necessary to enlist soldiers with specialized skills, or is it unfair to the recruit and a threat to U.S. national security? 

Advocates of enlisting noncitizens argue that the U.S. military is stretched too thin to successfully conclude the campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan, and that the recruitment of legal residents and legal nonresidents is a necessary step toward strengthening the U.S. military. Many of those recruits are highly educated, with health care expertise or foreign language skills that advocates say are highly valued on the front lines. Proponents of the policy say that immigrants willing to risk their lives for the U.S. deserve expedited citizenship, and historically have proven to be just as effective in the military as citizen enlistees. In addition to thoroughly screening noncitizen recruits, the military bars noncitizens from sensitive positions that require security clearance XE "security clearance" , thus minimizing any national security threats, supporters argue.5 

Some critics, however, say that including noncitizens in the U.S. military poses a national security threat. Noncitizen soldiers, they argue, cannot be expected to show the same loyalty to the U.S. as to their native country, making them more likely to desert or to fracture unity on the front lines. Opponents warn that, without doing thorough background checks on noncitizen recruits, the U.S. armed forces leave themselves open to the possibility of terrorist infiltration XE "terrorist infiltration" . The terrible violence inflicted by the soldier at Fort Hood is front and present in the minds of these critics. Others, while acknowledging that noncitizen soldiers can be valuable additions to the military, say that it is unethical to entice recruits with the carrot of citizenship. Those opponents maintain that it is immoral to ask immigrant soldiers to risk their lives for a country that has not yet given them full citizenship rights, and point to highly publicized accounts of noncitizen recruits dying in combat before they could actually achieve citizenship.6 

Although the military has recently launched an effort to expand the recruitment of noncitizens, the enlistment of immigrants into U.S. forces is not a new phenomenon. Immigrants--particularly from Ireland and Germany--fought in the Revolutionary War, and they made up approximately 20% of Union forces during the Civil War. Immigrants who fought for the Union during the latter conflict were eligible for special naturalization proceedings if they served in the U.S. Army, but the provision did not apply to those in the Navy or the Marine Corps. Last century, immigrants fought alongside U.S. citizens in both World Wars.7 

In 1901, President William McKinley approved an order allowing the U.S. Navy to enlist Filipinos. A similar initiative was included in the Military Bases Agreement of 1947 XE "Military Bases Agreement of 1947"  with the Philippines. In 1950, Congress passed the Lodge Act XE "Lodge Act" , named for the bill's sponsor, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr. The legislation was intended to recruit a set number of "skilled military specialists and technicians" from exiled Eastern Europeans living in West Germany by offering them citizenship after five years of military service. In 1989, Congress passed the Posthumous Citizenship for Active Duty Service Act XE "Posthumous Citizenship for Active Duty Service Act" , which established procedures for granting posthumous citizenship XE "posthumous citizenship"  to noncitizen enlistees who died during active duty XE "active duty" .8 

Under the 1952 Immigration and Nationality Act XE "Immigration and Nationality Act" , the president can determine when a military campaign constitutes a "period of hostilities XE "period of hostilities" ." If the president declares a "period of hostilities," all military noncitizens on active duty are automatically eligible to petition for citizenship. Such petitions filed by members of the armed forces spiked during and shortly after the first Gulf War and again during the recent conflicts related to the War on Terror.9 We are still engaged in a "period of hostility" today according to Citizen and Immigration Services XE "Citizen and Immigration Services"  and have been since September 11, 2001.10 

Following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, President George W. Bush and Congress made several changes to laws governing the citizenship application process for noncitizens in the military. On July 3, 2002, Bush declared that two military campaigns launched in response to the attack--Operation Noble Eagle XE "Operation Noble Eagle" , an effort to increase military patrols of the skies to prevent future attacks; and Operation Enduring Freedom XE "Operation Enduring Freedom" , the official name for the conflicts in Afghanistan and, later, Iraq-constituted a "period of hostilities." The order allowed noncitizens in the military who had enlisted before September 11 to apply for citizenship, and the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) XE "Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)"  and the Defense Department announced that they would cooperate to expedite citizenship applications for active-duty military personnel.11 

On November 24, 2003, Congress passed the National Defense Authorization Act XE "National Defense Authorization Act"  for fiscal year 2004, which included provisions for noncitizens in the military under a section titled "Naturalization and Other Immigration Benefits for Military Personnel and Families." The provisions reduced the required period of peacetime service for citizenship to one year, from three years, and waived substantial naturalization fees XE "naturalization fees" . The legislation also allowed active-duty noncitizens deployed overseas to be sworn in as citizens in ceremonies conducted at military bases, U.S. embassies XE "embassies"  and consulates XE "consulates" . With a few exceptions, including during World War I and the Korean War, naturalization interviews and ceremonies had previously taken place only on U.S. soil. The legislation called for immigration officials to meet with deployed soldiers abroad to conduct citizenship interviews and ceremonies, and made it a priority for noncitizen service members to be granted military leave XE "military leave"  and transport for naturalization interviews and ceremonies.12 

The legislation also addressed the issue of relatives of noncitizen soldiers who die in combat before being granted citizenship. It established that immediate relatives of a noncitizen given posthumous citizenship after active duty could receive some immigration benefits, and would be eligible to petition for citizenship without meeting residency requirements.13 

Military recruiters XE "Military recruiters"  were given the responsibility of ensuring that their enlistees were in the country legally, and were banned from recruiting noncitizens in foreign countries. Recruiters would also have to verify what kind of education noncitizens had received abroad, in order to comply with restrictions on the percentage of non-high school graduates that different branches of the military could admit. Noncitizen recruits would have to pass a background check XE "background check"  establishing that they had no criminal record, and would have to demonstrate a proficiency in English. Recruits scoring low on English proficiency tests might have to study English as part of their military training.14 

As of March 2007, 45,037 noncitizens were serving in the U.S. armed forces, down from 57,754 in February 2003. Since September of 2001, thousands of members of the U.S. military have achieved citizenship while serving in the armed forces. The decline in the number of noncitizens serving in the military is partially due to the large number of naturalizations of active-duty members that has taken place since the Bush administration's "period of hostilities" declaration after 9/11.15 

Despite the recent deployment of additional troops to Afghanistan, many observers maintain that the U.S. military is stretched too thin and lacks the manpower XE "manpower"  to win the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Also, some military analysts say, more speakers of Arabic and other regional languages, and more health care personnel, are needed to help with field operations XE "field operations" .16 

During the administrations of Presidents George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton, U.S. military personnel reductions occurred following the end of the Cold War. In the decade after the 1989 dismantling of the Berlin Wall, U.S. armed forces personnel dropped to 1.4 million, from 2.1 million.17 

In early 2001, then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld advocated further cuts and the closing of some domestic military bases in favor of a smaller, more modernized military XE "modernized military"  with advanced technology capabilities and an increased use of unmanned systems such as drones. Rumsfeld's program was put on hold after the 2001 terrorist attacks, but critics of his policies say that reliance on unmanned technology XE "unmanned technology"  is not the key to winning military campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan; only substantial increases in troop levels can help secure lasting peace in those regions.18 

On December 5, 2008, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates unveiled a pilot program called Military Accessions Vital to the National Interest (MAVNI) XE "Military Accessions Vital to the National Interest (MAVNI)"  (you have to love military acronyms!). The Defense Department launched the program in February 2009. The initiative aimed to recruit noncitizens with certain specialized health care or language skills into the U.S. Army. Noncitizens who enrolled in the program could have their citizenship application process completed in six months. The military initiated the program to fill gaps in health care personnel, such as surgeons, dentists and nurse anesthetists, and to recruit people fluent in certain languages, including Arabic, Persian, Punjabi and Turkish. Noncitizens eligible for the program must pass an English proficiency test, submit to background checks and security screenings and prove they are residing in the U.S. legally.19 

MAVNI differs from recent noncitizen recruitment in that it does not limit eligibility to permanent U.S. residents. Army recruiting officials say that the program will allow the military to recruit from highly educated immigrant pools of nonresident aliens. Previously, noncitizen recruits had to have a green card. The MAVNI pilot program began in New York City, and had enlisted 52 noncitizens out of more than 2,000 applicants as of April 2009. The military limited the test program to 1,000 enlistees over the first year, and officials plan to reevaluate, and possibly expand, the program at the end of the year.20 

There are, however, limitations to how far noncitizens can advance up the military chain of command XE "chain of command" . Noncitizens cannot occupy any position requiring access to classified information, because they do not meet the criteria for obtaining the necessary security clearance. Noncitizens are also barred from certain elite units such as the Navy SEALS XE "Navy SEALS" , and those in the air force can serve only one term if they do not gain citizenship by the end of that term.21 

As the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan grind on, the U.S. military faces a continuing need for soldiers, sailors and marines, and some analysts argue that the military cannot defeat extremist elements in Afghanistan without dramatically increasing troop levels. Adm. Mike Mullen, a top-ranking military officer, testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee on September 15, 2009, saying that "a properly resourced counterinsurgency XE "counterinsurgency"  probably means more forces, and without question, more time and commitment to the protection of the Afghan people." Advocates contend that allowing noncitizens to enlist in the military is an essential step toward maintaining an adequate supply of troops.22 

Programs such as MAVNI, supporters point out, help fill the need for troops in Afghanistan with special skills. In fact, MAVNI's recruiting standards for specialized personnel are higher than for regular recruits. Applicants to the pilot program were required to have high school diplomas and a score of 50% or better on the Armed Forces Qualification Test XE "Armed Forces Qualification Test" , in addition to demonstrating English proficiency XE "English proficiency" . Placing a premium on an individual soldier's skills instead of focusing solely on citizenship, proponents argue, will enhance military effectiveness. Naomi Verdugo, the assistant deputy for recruiting and retention, has said that "[w]e've never, until [MAVNI], had a way to access highly educated non-citizens who are here legally but don't have Green Cards. We're targeting this group, mainly because they fill two important critical needs: healthcare skills and language and culture skills. That's two groups that are hard for us to get."23 

MAVNI's defenders also also say that, as the U.S. military engages in nation-building in Iraq and Afghanistan, Arabic, Kurdish, Dari and Pashto interpreters are essential to bridge the cultural gap between Iraqi and Afghan citizens and U.S. soldiers. They insist that having such personnel can help the military effectively counter Islamic extremism. Sgt. Alejandro Campos, a Dominican-born soldier who achieved U.S. citizenship while serving in the military, told the New York Times, "[N]ow that we have soldiers as translators, we are able to trust more, we are able to accomplish the mission with more accuracy."24 

The recruitment of noncitizen soldiers can help to avoid what some see as an undesirable dependence on private security contractor companies such as Blackwater Worldwide XE "Blackwater Worldwide" . Blackwater, now known as Xe XE "Xe" , came under investigation after its role in deadly shootings in Baghdad, the Iraqi capital, in 2007 that left 17 Iraqi civilians dead. Five of its employees were indicted in December 2008 on manslaughter charges. Proponents of recruiting noncitizens for the military often argue that such security contracting companies, which operate independently of the army and often seem to be accountable to no one, tend to act unethically. Max Boot, a senior member of the Council on Foreign Relations XE "Council on Foreign Relations" , writes that an insufficiently manned army has led to the current situation. He maintains, "The problem is that contractors operate in a gray area of the law.... [I]t is not clear to what extent they can be held liable under U.S. law, especially when they operate under Byzantine subcontracting arrangements that obscure their relationship with the U.S. government, the ultimate paymaster." It would be better, he maintains, to strengthen the military by recruiting noncitizens who would be under military discipline and answer directly to U.S. commanders.25 

Advocates of the enlistment of noncitizens in the U.S. military downplay concerns that such a policy would endanger national security. They argue that extensive background checks, residency requirements XE "residency requirements"  and thorough screening by the army are sufficient to protect the military against infiltration by anti-U.S. elements. Rather than presenting risks, advocates argue that the enlistment of immigrants in the armed forces has a long track record of safety and effectiveness. Boot and Michael O'Hanlon, a fellow at the Brookings Institution, a nonprofit public policy organization in Washington, D.C., have written: "America is a land of immigrants. Their spirit of resolve, adventure, hard work and devotion to an idea bigger than themselves has made this country great.... [F]oreigners have played a central role in the building of America. Many have done so as soldiers, among them Baron von Steuben and the Marquis de Lafayette in the War of Independence." Boot and O'Hanlon contend that enlisting noncitizens in the military can help relieve military shortages without resorting to involuntary conscription XE "involuntary conscription" .26 

In addition, allowing noncitizens into the military provides immigrants with valuable opportunities to further their education and advance their careers. Expedited citizenship, which in some cases could take as little as six months, can lead to federal jobs, voting rights and other benefits, they contend. Specialist Hector Bolly, a Mexican national who attained U.S. citizenship while in the military, said, "I've been here for a long time, I feel like this is my home. If you think about it, you'd rather be in the U.S. than Mexico--it's a better place over here, and when you're a citizen, it's easier to become whatever you want to become."27 

Proponents note that noncitizens who enlist in the military during a period of hostilities can apply for citizenship on the first day of active service, and can benefit from immigration seminars available to service members and their families to educate them about the citizenship process. According to Emilio Gonzalez, the director of the Communication Information Services for the army, the military seeks to "ensure a convenient, quick and secure application process for immigrant service members," in an attempt to ease their stress while fighting overseas. Advocates argue that immigrants willing to face dangerous combat situations to defend the U.S. deserve citizenship, and the U.S. military should not reject a pool of potential recruits that may have the specialized talents and language skills that it sorely needs.28 

Those opposed to the enlistment of noncitizens in the military raise a variety of objections concerning national security and the intrinsic morality of the policy. According to some critics, recruiting noncitizens leaves the military vulnerable to infiltration XE "infiltration"  by anti-American elements that could compromise U.S. national security. Marty Justis, the executive director of the veterans' group the American Legion XE "American Legion" , has proposed thorough background checks for noncitizen soldiers, and has expressed concern over "any ties [noncitizen soldiers] may have with their native country." The exclusion of noncitizens from positions that provide access to classified information, Justis says, does not go far enough in protecting national security. Rather, every military position should be considered sensitive and should be reserved for U.S. citizens with allegiance only to the U.S., opponents maintain.29 

Opponents argue that noncitizen soldiers cannot be expected to fight with complete allegiance XE "allegiance"  to the U.S. military when they are still bound by citizenship to a foreign country. The use of background checks and thorough screening is not sufficient to ensure the allegiance of a soldier, they contend, so noncitizens should first complete the rigorous process of gaining citizenship before the military can trust them enough to put them in uniform. Some critics maintain that noncitizens, not yet bound by citizenship oaths, are more likely to desert the military or defect to enemy lines. Mark Krikorian, the head of the Center for Immigration Studies XE "Center for Immigration Studies" , writes: "Newcomers should earn the right to serve in the armed forces by first formalizing their relationship with the United States. The oath taken by new recruits would seem to presuppose that one is already an American: 'I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same...' Why would we expect a foreigner to 'bear true faith and allegiance' to our Constitution, rather than his own?"30 

Critics also argue that the enlistment of noncitizens into the U.S. military will contribute to the lowering of recruitment standards, including educational requirements. That could endanger troops in various ways, they say; lowered English-language proficiency levels, for example, could produce a lack of unity on the front lines. Whole missions could be endangered, critics point out, if they involved uneducated enlistees lacking the kinds of critical thinking skills taught in the upper grades of most American schools. In an article about the declining percentage of enlistees with high school diplomas, Slate columnist Fred Kaplan writes: "When the Army was geared to fight large-scaled battles against enemies of comparable strength, imaginative thinking wasn't much required except at a command level. However, now that it's focusing on 'asymmetric warfare,' especially counterinsurgency campaigns, such as those in Iraq and Afghanistan, the requirements are different.... [W]hen the targets include hearts and minds, every soldier's judgment and actions have an impact."31 

Some anti-immigrant groups have also opposed enlisting noncitizens in the military on the grounds that smoothing the path to citizenship will undermine legislative and law enforcement efforts to stem the tide of illegal immigration. Although current Defense Department policy forbids the enlistment of illegal immigrants, legislators have proposed measures that would grant citizenship to young, undocumented immigrants who serve in the U.S. military for at least two years. In Mexico, residents have reportedly traveled to the U.S. embassy in Mexico City and to consulates in other cities thinking that they could join the U.S. military as a way to legally immigrate, only to be refused. Critics also cite cases of "no-card soldiers" who use forged green cards to bypass residency requirements and join the military. Krikorian writes, "With a little mischief from Congress or the White House, things could get really out of hand," citing reports of undocumented immigrants 'flocking' to recruiting offices in the U.S. in hopes of enlisting.32 

Another argument against enlisting noncitizens as soldiers, often raised by immigrants themselves, questions the morality of enticing noncitizens to risk their lives for a country that does not yet give them the full rights of citizenship. The highly publicized accounts of two soldiers, Lance Cpl. Jose Gutierrez and Cpl. Jose Garibay, who were not awarded citizenship until after they died in the first days of the Iraq war, contributed to feelings among some opponents that noncitizens were being unfairly used to fight for a country where they could not even vote. Bruce Harris, who knew Gutierrez in his native Guatemala, told the CBS news program 60 Minutes that some feel "that these young Hispanic men were being sent as cannon fodder into the battlefield, because at first, many of the U.S. Marines who were killed were Latinos." He then asked, "Are they being sent to the front because they are dispensable?" The promise of eventual citizenship, critics argue, rings hollow when those recruited might possibly die in combat before that promise is fulfilled.33 

Critics allege that military recruiters lure noncitizens with the promise of naturalization without adequately informing them of the risks of military service. Fernando Suarez del Solar, the father of Jesus Suarez, who died in Iraq after joining the marines, travels around California and Mexico delivering speeches warning immigrants against enlisting. He told the San Francisco Chronicle that "[i]mmigrants are generally the first on the front lines. They should know where they'll end up."34 

Some critics also argue that if the U.S. cannot recruit enough of its own citizens to meet its foreign policy XE "foreign policy"  goals, then perhaps its foreign policy should be reconsidered. Opponents point to examples from history, such as the Roman Empire--which recruited Germanic tribesmen into its army shortly before its collapse--as an example of what happens to a great power when it dilutes its armed forces with what are essentially foreign mercenaries. To those critics, the reliance on noncitizens to meet the needs of the U.S. military represents a deterioration of patriotism, and detracts from the country's international standing. As John Derbyshire, a columnist for the National Review, has written that "[t]o serve in the military should be a privilege of citizenship, not a chore or a penance on the way to citizenship. Let foreigners staff their own armies, and let America staff hers from among our citizens. If we can't do that, let's put out the lights and hand over the keys."35 

In total, noncitizen enlistees account for less than 3% of U.S. military forces. However, some analysts predict that the percentage will rise as the increasing death tolls in Iraq and Afghanistan dampen recruiting efforts for wars that already enjoy low levels of public support. Boot argues that the U.S. needs to dramatically enlarge its military forces, and that it should go about doing so by recruiting foreigners for set periods of military service in exchange for "one of the world's most precious commodities: American citizenship."36 

While Boot's vision of a foreign "Freedom Legion XE "Freedom Legion" " may never materialize, the MAVNI pilot program has taken a concrete step toward relaxing restrictions on who may and may not enlist in the U.S. military. With the war in Iraq apparently winding down, whether the enlistment of noncitizen soldiers is the answer to the recruiting challenges faced by military commanders in Afghanistan remains to be seen. 
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Questions for Thought 

· Do you think the exchange of military service for a faster path to citizenship is a just trade? Is the policy a mercenary exchange? 

· How do you think U.S. foreign policy is related to the recruitment of immigrants? Does the U.S. military need more enlistees? 

· The U.S. military has outsourced some military-related operations to private companies based in the U.S. and other countries. Do you support this? How is this different than allowing non-citizens to serve in the armed forces? 

· What rights are granted to citizens by virtue of their legal status in this country? Should we grant some of those right to non-citizens? 

Further Reading 

CNA is a non-profit research organization charged with operating the Center for Naval Analyses and the Institute for Public Research. Through innovative analysis, CNA provides public sector organizations with the tools to tackle complex problems. The CNA published a detailed report in 2005 that provides great background for any student of current events: http://www.cna.org/documents/D0011092.A2.pdf 

Read about Max Boot's plan for a Freedom Legion: http://www.cfr.org/publication.html?id=7861 
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 “We cannot let our nation's parks deteriorate beyond repair. It is essential that Congress act now to protect and restore our National Parks System.” ~Brian Baird (D-Washington)

"Some of our national parks are becoming a national disgrace.” ~Thomas Kiernan, President of the National Parks Conservation Association

"National parks are seeing significant increases in funding, while the refuges are cut year after year, making it harder for millions of Americans to use them for fishing, hunting and bird-watching.” ~Evan Hirsche, President of the National Wildlife Refuge Association

“What we don't want to do is price the national park experience out of anyone's lifestyle. But when you look at fees for places like Grand Canyon, you still get a lot of bang for your buck.” ~James Doyle, Governor of Wisconsin

“We need to be adding to the national forests, not decreasing them.” ~David Carr, lawyer with the Southern Environmental Law Center
Many visitors to America's 378 national parks XE "national parks"  — federal lands XE "federal lands"  set aside for recreation and conservation — seek an escape from everyday pressures. They expect to be able to immerse themselves in nature, far from the busy roads and crowded urban regions that typify modern American life. However, when visitors pass through the gates to many of the nation's most popular parks, such as Yosemite National Park in California and Grand Canyon National Park in Arizona, their expectations are often dashed. Instead of finding quiet, solitude and clean air, park visitors often encounter impatient crowds, traffic jams and polluted skies — the very things many intended to leave behind.

Environmentalists say the national parks—particularly those in the western U.S.—have become too popular for their own good. Indeed, since 1971, annual attendance at the parks has increased by 46%, to more than 286 million visitors in 1998. Automobile fumes, increased foot traffic in wilderness areas and a rise in potentially damaging recreational activities such as snowmobiling and jet-skiing have threatened to damage many parks' fragile ecosystems, environmentalists contend. As a result, they say, the nation's last true natural preserves are in danger of becoming victims of overuse. In several decades, they warn, the parks could become largely barren spots that support a mere fraction of the animals and plants they once did.

Environmentalists XE "Environmentalists"  are urging the National Park Service (NPS) XE "National Park Service (NPS)" , the federal agency that administers the national parks, to take decisive steps to protect the parks' abundant natural resources so that they can be enjoyed by future generations. In recent years, in fact, the NPS has responded by implementing many of the policies suggested by environmentalists. New restrictions on using vehicles in the parks have been imposed, for example, and the use of land to form large "buffer zones" around many national parks has been strictly limited. However, the government has carried out such actions in the face of strong resistance from business and recreation groups in the West, where the vast majority of the national parks are located. These groups decry policies that seek to expand national parkland or impose land-use restrictions in or around parks. They point out that national parks were originally set aside for the enjoyment of the public, and they argue that recreation, not preservation, should therefore be the NPS's chief concern in administering parklands. Furthermore, business groups oppose any expansion of federal control over land in the West, either through buffer-zone restrictions or other land-use curbs. They point out that the federal government already owns about half the land in the eleven states of the West — Washington, Oregon, California, Arizona, Nevada, Idaho, Utah, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado and New Mexico. They complain that policies barring private development on this land heavily infringe upon citizens' property rights; further restrictions would only worsen the situation.

Meanwhile, nearly everyone agrees that public facilities XE "public facilities"  and maintenance efforts within national parks have not kept pace with the increasing number of park visitors. Roads, trails and visitor centers have crumbled or been shut down altogether in many parks, and the NPS has cited financial woes as the cause. However, policy makers are sharply divided—mostly along party lines—about how to raise funds for the parks. Liberals tend to argue that the federal government should devote a larger share of its budget to the NPS. Conservatives, on the other hand, say parks should strive to rely less on tax dollars and more on funding from private donors and corporations. The NPS is at a crossroads.
 Should the agency be primarily concerned with accommodating the public or with preserving nature? Are the two goals necessarily at odds? As the West becomes increasingly populous, how can the agency reach a peaceful relationship with private landowners in and around national parks? Finally, who should pay for the agency's efforts? At least since the 1970s, environmentalists and NPS officials have been arguing that conservation should be given greater priority in the nation's parks. In 1976, the NPS, in conjunction with the Interior Department XE "Interior Department" , issued a master plan for Yellowstone. The authors of the plan pointed out that the initial acts establishing the national park system—including the Yellowstone Act and the NPS Act—were drafted at a time when the nation enjoyed a seemingly limitless abundance of natural resources. But in modern times, with the nation's resources fast succumbing to logging, mining, agriculture and development, the government has a responsibility to preserve carefully what few wild areas remain, the report said. As a result of the nation's environmental crisis XE "environmental crisis" , the report maintained, the original recreation-and-conservation mandate should be reconsidered and tilted toward conservation in order "to perpetuate the natural ecosystems within the park in as near pristine conditions as possible."

Those sentiments continue to be expressed by park administrators and environmentalists today. The national parks' founders, they say, could never have predicted that the lands they set aside would be damaged by the high levels of attendance and use they experience today. If visitors and vehicles continue to have unrestricted access to public lands, there may be little left for the next generation to enjoy, they warn. "National parks should definitely be for people to enjoy," says Ernest Quintana, superintendent of Joshua Tree National Park in California. "But our open spaces are not as vast and pure as they once were. We have to start doing more to protect what we have left."

Environmentalists have also advocated designating remote areas within national parks as so-called national wildernesses. Under the Wilderness Act of 1964 XE "Wilderness Act of 1964" , wilderness areas are defined as tracts of land at least 5,000 acres in area "where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain." Human development of any kind is expressly forbidden in wilderness areas, and people may enter these lands only on foot. In 1999, then Representative Mark Udall (D – Colorado) introduced a bill in Congress that would set aside about 94% of Rocky Mountain National Park as wilderness.

The National Parks Conservation Association (NPCA) and similar organizations argue that reforms emphasizing preservation would enjoy popular support. For example, in a June 1998 poll by the NPCA, 54% of respondents said they thought the parks would be in worse shape in 25 years than they were at the time of the survey. "People know that our parks are in peril," says Tom Kiernan, NPCA president. "They don't believe that our national parks are going to be for their children what they are today."

Congress has repeatedly wrangled over funding for the NPS. Officials at the NPS say that the agency has a backlog of unfinished maintenance projects—including road and trail repairs and infrastructure upgrades—totaling $5.3 billion. However, the agency has been unable to begin work on most of those projects since its annual appropriation from Congress is only $1.7 billion, or less than a third of the backlog. Many liberal policy makers are demanding increased federal funding for the parks. Arguing for a larger NPS appropriation in 1997, Representative Dale Bumpers (D — Arkansas) said Congress should not let the parks "fall apart before our eyes to the chagrin, dismay, disappointment and outright animosity of the American people for our indifference and negligence to our national park system." Bumpers and others say that anti-environmental Republicans in Congress are threatening the ecological health of the national parks. A report by the Natural Resources Defense Council and the National Trust for Historic Preservation found that in inflation-adjusted dollars the NPS lost $660 million in federal funding in the eighteen-year period between 1978 and 1996, even while annual visitors increased by 44 million.

Conservatives, however, contend that the parks were never meant to be a public liability, and they have pushed to privatize XE "privatize"  aspects of the park system. By their own assessment, inflation XE "inflation" -adjusted funding for the parks increased slightly between 1980 and 1995, and administrative costs rose due to a larger staff. Time and again, they say, the NPS has proven itself to be wasteful and inept at handling its finances. They point, for example, to an outhouse in the Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area in Pennsylvania that cost $330,000. If the NPS had to depend more heavily on other sources of revenue besides the federal government, conservatives say, the agency would become more responsible and efficient. In order to encourage greater fiscal accountability at the NPS, the GOP-led Congress instituted the Recreation Fee Demonstration Project in 1996. Under the experimental program, which will continue until October 2000, many popular national parks sharply raised their entrance fees. The parks keep 80% of the money they collect, and the remainder goes into a fund that any park in the system may draw upon. Analysts hope that one day, fees will provide the bulk of NPS revenue.

Few people in the U.S. had heard of the northern spotted owl XE "northern spotted owl"  before June 1990, when its designation as an endangered species suddenly brought it to the forefront of a fierce debate between environmentalists and the timber industry over the future of logging in national forests. Environmentalists pressured the U.S. Forest Service XE "U.S. Forest Service" , a department of the U.S. Department of Agriculture XE "U.S. Department of Agriculture"  that administers the national forests, to prohibit logging on federal lands where the owls nested. Meanwhile, the timber industry XE "timber industry"  argued that the continued logging of the forests was essential for meeting Americans' rising demand for wood and for ensuring the livelihood of thousands of timber workers.

There are 155 national forests in the U.S., covering a total area about the size of California. They were set aside by Congress, mostly in the late 19th century, to serve both as "working forests" that could help meet U.S. demand for timber, and as protected areas of natural beauty. Those two roles were held in balance until the 1950s, when logging in the national forests skyrocketed and timber harvest overtook preservation as the Forest Service's primary mission.

Those who support logging XE "logging"  in the national forests say U.S. demand for timber, which increases steadily every year, cannot be met if access to federal lands is restricted. They say many smaller timber companies in the West would be forced to close, since they rely most heavily on access to federal lands, while larger companies that log private lands would unfairly benefit. Finally, supporters of logging refute claims that logging has a negative impact on the environment, saying that new approaches to cutting trees can actually help forests thrive.

Today, with only 5% of the dense forests that once covered the U.S. still standing, it is hard to comprehend the tremendous obstacle that trees once presented to European settlers as they migrated westward across the country in the 18th and 19th centuries. After months of maneuvering their wagons between tree trunks and battling through thick underbrush, the settlers arrived at their final destination with the impression that the forests were virtually endless. As a result, they had few qualms about clearing forestlands to make way for farms and homesteads. Toward the end of the 19th century, as the clearing of property for agriculture continued, commercial logging began to develop into a large and profitable industry. Loggers of the period typically gathered timber by a method known as "clear cutting," in which every tree in an area designated for harvest was cut down. Clear cutting was inexpensive and provided large numbers of logs quickly, but people soon began to recognize its environmentally disastrous and occasionally life-threatening side effects. In Wisconsin in 1871, for example, dry waste wood left on the ground by clear cutters caught fire. The resulting blaze burned 1.3 million acres of forest and left 1,500 people dead. In the wake of the Wisconsin disaster, U.S. citizens began to call for government regulation of forest clearing. Without any particular plan, Congress began to acquire tracts of forest across the country; the largest and most intact of those were in the West, which had yet to be extensively settled or developed.

It was not until 1897, with the passage of the Organic Administration Act, that Congress set forth a clear strategy for the future of those lands, which were designated "national forests." The act clarified a distinction between national forests and national parks, such as Yellowstone National Park in northwestern Wyoming. Whereas national parks were meant to preserve areas of exceptional natural beauty for all time, the national forests were to be less strictly preserved. In fact, one of the purposes of the forests, according to the Organic Administration Act, was "to furnish a continuous supply of timber for the use and necessities of citizens of the United States." The administration of the national forests fell to the U.S. Forest Service, created in 1905. Privately owned forests provided the U.S. with a sufficient supply of timber until World War II (1939-1945), when the large amounts of wood required for the manufacture of war equipment began to put a strain on the logging industry. After the war, droves of middle and upper-class families built houses in the suburbs, creating a huge new demand for timber. The demand proved to be overwhelming for private logging companies, whose own forests were depleted during the war.

The time had come to tap the country's 191 million acres of national forest. The Forest Service began to set aside portions of its land for logging. Private timber companies were invited to bid for the rights to log those portions. Once a bid was accepted, the Forest Service paid for any roads the loggers needed to build through the area in order to access the trees (constructing logging roads currently cost the Forest Service approximately $30,000 per mile). The timber company then sold the wood it harvested to lumber processors for a profit. States in the Pacific Northwest, where the majority of national forests opened to logging were located, gained thousands of jobs as a result of the new alliance between the timber industry and the Forest Service. In return, the federal government reaped considerable profits from the sale of its lands to private companies. For several decades, the logging of national forests was called the only profitable federal program in existence. By 1966, 12.1 billion board feet of timber were harvested annually from the national forests—18 times as much as in 1935 (a board foot is defined as one foot by one foot by one inch; it takes approximately 10,000 board feet to construct an average-sized suburban house). Logs from national forests accounted for 25% of the nation's timber production, and to meet those high levels of production, clear cutting became the preferred method of harvest. In the mid-1960s, environmentalists began to raise concerns that such practices were destroying forest ecosystems and leading to the rapid erosion of denuded hillsides and subsequently to stagnant, silt-clogged streams.

In 1965, Forest Service chief Edward Cliff answered the concerns of environmentalists by saying that while clear cutting often resulted in a "temporary loss of natural beauty," replanting the lands meant that U.S. citizens could look forward to "a thrifty new forest replacing the old." In 1973, President Richard Nixon adopted a renewal philosophy similar to Cliff's, advocating the replacement of "overmature timber" in the national forests with "new, well-managed stands of trees." Forest Service studies from the mid and late-1970s, however, showed that despite efforts to replant forests that had been clear-cut, new trees were being planted at a much slower rate than older trees were being cut down. In addition, the studies discovered that some forest animals, including the northern spotted owl, would nest only in older trees, and that their habitats were rapidly being destroyed by clear cutting.

In the wake of such studies, tension between environmental groups and timber interests intensified. Throughout the early 1980s, the Forest Service attempted to strike a compromise by keeping the forests open to logging while simultaneously implementing new environmental safeguards. Environmentalists, however, argued that forest preservation and logging, especially at logging's rising rate of growth, simply could not coexist and urged for stronger forest protections. Meanwhile, lawmakers who represented Western states sought to preserve timber industry jobs and revenues in their states by pressuring the Forest Service to keep timber harvest levels in the national forests at roughly the same levels they had reached in the 1960s. Indeed, by 1987, it appeared that supporters of logging had successfully quashed their opposition, as the amount of timber harvested from national forests reached its highest level ever.

While environmental groups generally applauded the road moratorium imposed after the northern spotted owl case, many say a great deal of work has yet to be done to protect the national forests from further irreversible damage by the timber industry. Environmentalists especially criticize the exemption from the moratorium of the Tongass National Forest and many forests in the Pacific Northwest. Speaking of the Tongass, Matt Zencey, campaign manager of the Alaska Rainforest Campaign, says, "Only Washington bureaucrats would develop a national policy to protect roadless areas that leaves out America's biggest and wildest national forest." Stretching across 17 million acres, the Tongass is the largest temperate-zone rainforest in the U.S. In May 1997, the Forest Service authorized a 10-year plan to cut between 220 million and 267 million board feet of timber annually in the Tongass. Environmentalists say that rate of harvest would threaten the rainforest's delicate ecosystem, although Murkowski and Young had sought higher limits.

The Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) XE "Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)" , an environmental watchdog group, contends that although loggers and environmentalists tend to see their points of view as irreconcilable, timber harvest and responsible ecology do not have to be at odds. As proof, the NRDC points to the Menominee Indians of Wisconsin, who have harvested two billion board feet from their forests since the 1860s without damaging native ecosystems. The Menominee's logging practices are therefore said to be "sustainable," a term applied to any treatment of the earth's resources that has little lasting impact on the environment. The non-profit Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), whose U.S. office is located in Waterbury, Vermont, awards certificates to "environmentally and socially responsible" loggers who practice sustainable forestry. The FSC encourages corporations and individuals to use the wood it has certified. The NRDC identifies the FSC as "the only currently credible program identifying wood from well-managed forests."
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Questions for Thought

Put yourself in the position of the head of the U.S. Department of the Interior. What changes would you make to National Park and National Forest policy? 

Is conservation a good goal for America's National Parks? Or is entertainment a better objective? Do you think any tourists visit our country only to see the National Parks?

In your opinion, would a private corporation do a better job of maintaining the National Parks?

Topic Questions

Is overcrowding ruining the National Park experience?

DOI: Are logging roads through National Forests in the national interest?

Should America's National Parks and Forests be privatized?

Further Reading

Check out the National Center for Policy Analysis’ argument for private ownership of national parks: http://www.ncpa.org/pdfs/st295.pdf 

Check out the NPS' website: http://www.nps.gov/index.htm 

Wikipedia has an informative page on National Parks: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_park  and National Forests: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_National_Forest 

Obama's Cabinet

· Gold Folder Created: January 2009

 “The lips of the wise are as the doors of a cabinet; no sooner are they opened, but treasures are poured out before thee.”

 ~Akhenaton, King of Egypt, 14th Century B.C.

With a new face in the Oval office, we have a passel of new faces filling in the Cabinet. While a few offices had yet to be filled when Gold Book Midseason went to press and none had been confirmed by the Senate, Obama's transition team has announced several candidates for key leadership positions. These are the people who will lead alongside the former Illinois senator and will probably guide our nation for at least the next four years. Let's take a closer look and give a proper introduction:

Treasury Secretary: Timothy Geithner.

“The plausible outcomes range from the gradual and benign to the more precipitous and damaging.” ~Timothy Geithner

Geithner became the ninth president and chief executive officer of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York on November 17, 2003. In that capacity, he served as the vice chairman and a permanent member of the Federal Open Market Committee, the group responsible for formulating the nation's monetary policy. Geithner joined the Department of Treasury in 1988 and worked in three administrations for five Secretaries of the Treasury in a variety of positions. He served as Under Secretary of the Treasury for International Affairs from 1999 to 2001 under Secretaries Robert Rubin and Lawrence Summers. He was director of the Policy Development and Review Department at the International Monetary Fund from 2001 until 2003.

If you examine the life story of Geithner you may think he and Obama are brothers, separated at birth. That similarity could be the tipping point that got Geithner the nomination as the next treasury secretary and that will let him lead the nation through the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. While few people on Main Street have heard his name, all of Wall Street knows it well. He is the man who has been a principle architect of various plans aimed at rescuing the nation's financial institutions. From the collapse of Bear Stearns earlier this year to the lifeline to save insurance giant AIG to the aggressive steps taken by the Federal Reserve System to thaw the frozen credit markets, Geithner has been at the center of the storm. The parallels between Geithner's story and Obama's are uncanny. Both men are 47 years old and spent part of their youth living abroad. Both have succeeded despite unusual backgrounds. Both men have developed a cadre of powerful and well-connected people who provide advice and guidance. And both men like the occasional pickup basketball game.

Geithner takes over for Henry Paulson at a time when there are a lot of questions about the future of the economy and how to get key indicators like employment and consumer confidence under control. His work as Treasury Secretary could go a long way toward defining Obama's economic policy.

Secretary of State: Sen. Hillary Clinton

“In the Bible it says they asked Jesus how many times you should forgive, and he said 70 times 7. Well, I want you all to know that I'm keeping a chart.” ~ Hillary Clinton

Hillary Clinton was Barack Obama's arch rival during the 2008 Presidential campaign, but somehow the two made nice and Obama selected her to take on this key Cabinet post. Perhaps even more surprising is that Clinton accepted the nomination and left behind her seat as senator in New York where she had a promising future. Maybe Clinton knows something we don't. 

You can read more about Clinton in Gold Book (see pages 32, 42 and 132).

Even before taking office, Clinton is seeking to build a more powerful State Department, with a bigger budget, high-profile special envoys to trouble spots and an expanded role in dealing with global economic issues at a time of crisis. Clinton is recruiting Jacob J. Lew, the budget director under President Bill Clinton, as one of two deputies, according to people close to the Obama transition team. Lew’s focus, they said, will be on increasing the share of financing that goes to the diplomatic corps. He and James B. Steinberg, a deputy national security adviser in the Clinton administration, are to be Clinton’s chief lieutenants, subject to Senate approval. As Clinton puts together her senior team she is also trying to carve out a bigger role for the State Department in economic affairs, where the Treasury has dominated during the Bush years. Given Mrs. Clinton’s prominence, expanding the department’s portfolio could bring on conflict with other powerful cabinet members.

Attorney General: Eric Holder

“Eric Holder was one of the most honorable, most effective public servants in memory. He had only the most fleeting connection with the Rich pardon and any suggestion that he did something deliberately wrong in connection with this is partisan slander that is completely belied by the facts,” ~ Reid Weingarten, selected as one of the "Top 100 Most Influential Lawyers in America" by the National Law Journal.

Eric Holder is no stranger to the Justice Department. In 1997, he was appointed Deputy Attorney General by President Bill Clinton, serving until the end of Clinton's term. As Barack Obama's Attorney General, he will have to decide what to do with terror suspects now held in Guantanamo Bay, navigate the Administration's approach to the war on terror and restore the morale of an agency still reeling over the attorney firing scandals that occurred during the tenure of Alberto Gonzales.

A couple of potential scandals loom over the nomination of Holder. First Holder, in written responses to the Senate Judiciary Committee, did not include information about a news conference he attended with Illinois Gov. Rod Blagojevich. Blagojevich is was arrested under suspicion of trying to sell the Senate seat vacated by Barack Obama. Holder was asked to report to the committee all of his news interviews and press conferences. He omitted a news conference with Blagojevich on March 24, 2004, to announce Holder's role as special investigator to the Illinois Gaming Board — a post that was to pay Holder and his Washington, D.C., law firm up to $300,000.

A second scandal involves Holder's role in the pardon of Marc Rich. It is unlikely to derail Holder's nomination as attorney general, but it will give Senate Republicans a chance to make their Democratic colleagues squirm. With a confirmation hearing at least a month away, aides to Republican senators on the Senate Judiciary Committee are already stockpiling statements in which Democratic senators criticized Holder and his then-boss, President Bill Clinton, for the 2000 pardon of the billionaire financier. For instance, Senator Charles Schumer (D-N.Y.), a member of Democratic leadership and one of the most outspoken members of his caucus, said of the Rich pardon in 2001 that “there can be no justification in pardoning a fugitive from justice.” He added: “Pardoning a fugitive stands our justice system on its head and makes a mockery of it.” Some have argued that Holder’s role in the pardon should disqualify him as attorney general because it shows he cannot stand up to power. But Senate Democrats have generally accepted Holder’s admission that he regretted his role in the decision-making process over the pardon. They place the blame on Clinton, not then-deputy Attorney General Holder.

Holder may provide the only piece of controversy in cabinet confirmation hearings. So grab a soda, some chips and a little cheese dip and tune into C-SPAN for that.

Defense Secretary: Robert Gates

“It really was a close call” ~ Robert Gates

Current Defense Secretary Robert Gates, named by President George W. Bush in late 2006, is considered a moderate voice on the Republican's national security team and embodies an important signal of continuity. Obama had said early on he would include Republicans in his Cabinet and the 65-year-old Gates has been lauded by members of both parties since taking over the Pentagon from Donald Rumsfeld.

Robert Gates is the only holdover Obama intends to keep from the Bush Administration and it sounds like Gates tenure may not be long. He provides stability and know-how, and lets Obama get his feet set in other areas of his presidency before tackling the two outstanding wars in the Middle East. He inherently brings no change, though, and will probably resign before Obama's presidency ripens too much. (See Gold Book page 104 for more).

Homeland Security Secretary: Gov. Janet Napolitano

"You show me a 50-foot wall and I'll show you a 51-foot ladder at the border" ~ Janet Napolitano.

The Department of Homeland Security was created after September 11th, 2001, to bolster national defense and has been previously held by attorneys Tom Ridge and Michael Chertoff. 

A lawyer herself, with a background in law enforcement, Janet Napolitano is the current Governor of Arizona. She will inherit what her new boss called a "sprawling" department in need of reform if she is confirmed as the nation's third Homeland Security secretary. At Homeland Security, Napolitano, 51, will be responsible for securing the nation's borders, ports and airports against terrorists, responding to natural and manmade disasters, guarding against weapons of mass destruction and negotiating agreements with foreign governments on trade and travel. She will have to decide whether to continue building costly fences and electronic surveillance systems along the southern border with Mexico, whether the Federal Emergency Management Agency would be more effective as a stand-alone agency and how to protect ports without slowing commerce. Napolitano has a reputation as a moderate on immigration. As governor, she has supported a temporary worker program and cracked down on companies for hiring illegal workers. She also has opposed the federal government's border fence and declared a state of emergency on the border.

It is her record on Immigration that has many conservative lawmakers concerned. Representative Lamar Smith (R-Texas)warns his constituents to not be fooled by the hype, saying that "Napolitano talks tough, but her record of immigration enforcement is weak. While she may sound pro-enforcement, her policies reflect a pro-amnesty agenda. Look at her record as governor. While she spoke openly about the need to address illegal immigration, Napolitano rarely put those words into action. Immigration enforcement efforts at the Department of Homeland Security may be phased out in an Obama Administration. All it takes is a little inaction. There are many ways to weaken enforcement, most requiring no new laws. Changes to regulations, funding cuts and limiting the scope of existing laws can all be part of an open borders effort to implement mass-amnesty. As governor, Napolitano engaged in many of these tactics while publicly criticizing Congress and the President for failing to do more on enforcement. According to a recent poll, 61 percent of American voters oppose a path to citizenship for illegal immigrants. That’s why the Senate amnesty bill was defeated in 2007. Napolitano supported that amnesty proposal." Napolitano is not expected to face serious opposition at her Senate confirmation hearings.

National Security Adviser: Retired Marine Gen. James Jones

"He [James Jones] was able to move in the political environment without ever getting a reputation of being a political general" ~ Paul Van Riper, retired Marine lieutenant general

Jones had a highly distinguished career in the Marines, serving at posts in the United States, Japan, Iraq, and Bosnia. He was the Marines' liaison officer to the U.S. Senate from 1979 to 1984. He also graduated from the National War College in 1985. From 1999 to 2003, Jones was commandant of the Marine Corps and a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. During the Clinton administration, Jones served as the senior military assistant to Defense Secretary William Cohen. More recently, he has served as a special security envoy for Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice on Israeli-Palestinian security. In 2003, Jones was named commander of the U.S. European Command and Supreme Allied Commander, Europe. In the latter role, he commanded NATO forces. He was the first Marine to take this post—it is usually held by Army generals.

Jones comes to the job with an unusual combination of military and diplomatic skills. Jones spent the past year at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, where he headed an institute working on international energy security issues. The backgrounds of previous national security advisers have varied, but presidents have often drawn on people with military backgrounds without strong political affiliations. Jones comes into a job less defined than Defense secretary or secretary of State. The role and authority of the adviser has varied by administration.

It's hard to imagine a less likely choice to be Obama's go-to guy on foreign policy. Hillary Clinton, Obama's nominee for secretary of state, and Robert Gates, his nominee for defense secretary, are already widely considered to be tough-minded hawks. But Jones is probably the most hawkish of all, and he seems least compatible with Obama. Jones does, however, pay lip service to Obama's oft-stated campaign pledge to pull U.S. combat forces out of Iraq over sixteen months. It was not long ago that Jones was of a different mind. "I think deadlines can work against us," he said in 2007. "And I think a deadline of this magnitude would be against our national interest." Regarding Afghanistan, where Jones is a proponent of a troop surge, he's shown himself to be credulous at best. Repeatedly over the past three years he's touted the view that a newly arriving brigade would turn the tide, Vietnam-like, and repel the Taliban. And time and again he has cast doubt upon the plain-as-day fact that the Taliban are resurgent. But those are minor blemishes on a very impressive record. 

While Jones is deeply familiar with the Middle East and South Asia, and is a fluent French speaker who lived in Paris for fifteen years during his youth, in the end he is the military's guy. He is the proverbial hammer in search of nails. "He's not a strategic thinker," says a prominent military analyst in Washington. But when Obama needs a hammer, he'll have one conveniently nearby.

Commerce Secretary: Gov. Bill Richardson

“Bill Richardson is something of a blank slate to New Hampshire Democrats at this point, even to the core of activists who are paying attention now" ~ Dante Scala, associate professor of politics at Saint Anselm College.

“Sixty-four teams start [NCAA tournament] and they're whittled down to just one. Kind of reminds me of what we've done with our allies.” ~ Bill Richardson

Like Hillary Clinton, Bill Richardson is a former rival of Obama who has now been tapped for a cabinet position. Richardson, the first Hispanic candidate seeking the Democratic Party presidential nod, would make a return trip to Washington. He was a U.S. congressman representing New Mexico and an energy secretary under former President Bill Clinton, as well as the U.S. ambassador to the United Nation during the Clinton era. After Richardson dropped out of the Democratic race for the presidential nomination, he endorsed Obama, perhaps thinking about a future cabinet position. The 61-year-old Richardson also has been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize for negotiating the release of hostages, American servicemen and political prisoners in North Korea, Iraq, and Cuba. Richardson earned his undergraduate degree from Tufts university in 1970, majoring in French and political science. He also earned a master's degree in international affairs from Tufts University Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy in 1971. Richardson was elected governor of New Mexico in 2002, defeating Republican candidate John Sanchez, 56 percent to 39 percent. During the campaign, he set a Guinness World Record for most handshakes in eight hours by a politician, breaking Theodore Roosevelt's record.

The Kansas City Star editorializes that Richardson has the potential to be an effective Commerce Secretary. His experience as governor of New Mexico and in previous presidential administrations made him a solid pick by Barack Obama on Wednesday. Obama said Richardson would be "an unyielding advocate for American business and American jobs," which ought to be Job No. 1 for the new secretary in 2009. With the selection, Obama has at least for the moment muted criticism that he was not giving high-profile jobs to Hispanics, a community that largely supported him in November's general election. Richardson served as the energy secretary in the Clinton administration; he's also been America's ambassador to the United Nations.

National Economic Council Director: Lawrence Summers

“I've always thought that underpopulated countries in Africa are vastly underpolluted" ~ Lawrence Summers

“Our national savings rate is still far too low, driven by a personal savings rate that is not where it should be" ~ Lawrence Summers

Summers was treasury secretary for the final 1-1/2 years of the Clinton administration and has been a senior adviser to Obama for several months, so his nomination to this post makes sense. Or does it?

Summers lost his job as Harvard President after outcry following statements he made at a conference sponsored by the National Bureau of Economic Research. Summers tried to explain why there were more men than women in high-end science and engineering positions. He gave three main hypotheses: that more men than women were willing to make the commitment in terms of time and flexibility demanded by high-powered jobs, that there were differences in the intrinsic abilities of men and women (more specifically, men's higher variance in aptitude, abilities or preferences relevant to science and engineering), and that the discrepancy was due to discrimination or socialization. He also stated his view that the order given reflected the relative importance of each of the three hypotheses.
 Summers lost his job at Harvard after a no-confidence vote in the wake of allegations of sexism because of this hypothesis.

From the moment he stepped down, Summers, advised by powerful supporters who said he had been unfairly maligned, worked hard at repairing his reputation. He defended his time at Harvard but admitted mistakes; wrote a column that repositioned him politically and predicted the coming trauma; helped build a research group that supplied Obama with economic ideas and aides; and strengthened ties to women who helped dispel the accusation that he thought poorly of their scientific abilities. He helped practically anyone who asked for advice, like undergraduates, economists and candidates. Starting in the summer of 2008, as economics came to the forefront of the presidential campaign, Obama faced constant decisions on the subject. Summers’s allies in the campaign put Summers on the phone, giving him a key task: to synthesize the developments for Obama. Summers made himself into an essential guide, Obama aides say, and earned a place in the administration. As the head of the National Economic Council, he will play two roles: counseling the president and nurturing the proposals of others. Few doubt that Summers will excel in the first; Democrats and Republicans call him one of the top economic minds in the country, with a résumé that may, if this is possible, make him overqualified for the job.

Summers has carved out a role unlike anyone else’s in the Democratic Party. He has been something of a shadow economic minister, laying out in real time how a Democratic administration would have responded to the financial crisis. When other economists and policy makers have questions, they often call Mr. Summers. He is the centrist who has made it safe for other centrist Democrats to move to the left. Obama regularly references Mr. Summers and has called him a "thought leader."

Office of Management and Budget Director: Peter Orszag

“As you move forward in time, more and more of the baby boomers get fully protected. Past 2009, the bulk of the baby-boom (generation) is falling under that protection, and it becomes almost impossible to sustain that assurance" ~ Peter Orszag

Peter Orszag was an economic adviser to President Bill Clinton, and before that to Clinton’s Council of Economic Advisers. After leaving the White House, he formed an economic consulting company, then became a senior fellow for economic studies at the Brookings Institution, a center-left research organization in Washington. There, he directed the Hamilton Project, which enlists scholars to propose solutions for problems with big fiscal and societal costs, and the Retirement Security Project, which promotes public and private incentives to help improve retirees’ income prospects. Like other young economists who are in line for economic advisory jobs in the Obama administration, Orszag (who turns 40 in December) is a protégé of Robert E. Rubin, the former treasury secretary. The prominence of such “Rubinesque” centrists is vexing to liberals and union leaders in the Democratic Party, who favor some trade protectionism and more domestic spending and oppose the centrists’ emphasis on free trade and fiscal responsibility.

Orszag, in addition to his role overseeing the federal budget, is expected to use his reputation as a leading thinker on healthcare policy to address the rising cost of healthcare in the United States. Orszag reportedly lauds the benefits of a simplified healthcare system as a way to reduce costs. He believes, for example, in the widespread benefits of people taking their medicine and exercising. Orszag's knack for fiscal responsibility will be key for Obama in the early days of his administration, news reports say. One of his first responsibilities will be to recommend budget cuts to spending programs, which may include Medicare and Medicaid.

Veterans Affairs Secretary: Retired Gen. Eric K. Shinseki

“Sure, anytime a division commander reports C-4 (a plastic explosive), we are concerned. We'll see what corrections need to be made.” ~ Eric Shinseki

The recipient of two Purple Hearts, Shinseki was sent to Vietnam six months after graduating from West Point in 1965. During his two tours in Vietnam, he served as an artillery forward observer and base commander. Less than a year after becoming Army vice chief of staff, Shinseki was appointed to serve as the Army's chief of staff by President Clinton. Shinseki became the 34th Army chief of staff on June 22, 1999. When Shinseki retired from the military in 2003, he had served for 38 years. During his career, he held numerous positions, including commanding general of the 1st Cavalry Division at Fort Hood in Texas and commanding general of the U.S. Army Europe.

He has drawn criticism from people who thought he should have pushed his warning on Iraq more forcefully, even though as Army chief of staff he was not in the chain of command for conducting the war. In April 2006, asked about the criticism, he told Newsweek, “probably that’s fair. Not my style.”

Health and Human Services Secretary: Former Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle

"The remarkable thing about it is how quickly he was willing to throw [Democratic Sen.] John Kerry overboard in order to help himself in South Dakota, ... For years, Tom Daschle has been telling us one thing here in South Dakota and then doing the opposite in Washington." ~ John Thune, Republican Senator from South Dakota.

“I believe for the first time in American history, health care reform will be done” ~ Tom Daschle

Tom Daschle is the former Senate minority leader and faithful member of the Democratic party. He is part of the establishment, but by choosing Daschle, Obama got more than an old congressional hand with a policy book on his resume. 

Obama has also picked up a hardheaded political strategy for his push to overhaul the nation's healthcare system. Guided by lessons from President Clinton's healthcare debacle 15 years ago, Daschle has put a premium on cooperation between the White House, Congress and major healthcare interest groups, many of whom agree that major action on healthcare is vital. Daschle, who will lead both the Department of Health and Human Services and a new White House Office of Health Reform, favors moving decisively to seize political momentum and, if necessary, cut off opposition, something he said Clinton failed to do in 1993. He thinks delays by the Clinton administration and soft support from the left in the early 1990s allowed Republicans and industry groups such as insurers to kill the Clinton plan with a well-organized political campaign that made voters afraid of reform. Daschle is urging a far more aggressive push for health care reform.

When health-care czar Tom Daschle talks about universal health care, he is not merely talking about medical care. "A reformed health-care system also should guarantee that every American has access to affordable dental care," Daschle writes in his book Critical: What We Can Do About the Health-Care Crisis. As we reform our health care system, the question is, where do you draw the line? People are suffering throughout this country everyday for a litany of reasons -- sometimes self-inflicted, often a matter of bad luck or unfortunate circumstances. Daschle writes as if the government has unlimited resources to insulate people from the travails of every day life, and eliminate all human suffering. We will have to wait and see how he balances resources with compassion.

Energy Secretary: Steven Chu

“The atoms become like a moth, seeking out the region of higher laser intensity.” ~ Steven Chu

Chu has a Ph.D. in physics from the University of California, Berkeley, where he also taught as a professor. Was chair of the Stanford University physics department and head of a research facility at Bell Labs. Is currently director of the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, which is owned by the department he is about to lead. He will be the first Nobel laureate to serve in a presidential cabinet. By picking Steven Chu — who shared the 1997 prize in physics for his work trapping atoms with lasers — as his candidate for energy secretary, Obama looks to increase the value of scientific expertise in bureacracy. While much of the Department of Energy's attention has previously focused on nuclear weapons and waste, Chu, a firm believer in the dangers of climate change, will try to fulfill Obama's promise to create millions of green jobs, develop alternative energy options and make the nation more energy independent.

Chu will face tough challenges as Energy Secretary. Bruce Grossan of the San Jose Mercury News editorializes that as our nation gets ever deeper into the Middle East mess, in cycle after cycle of dizzying oil price rises, our U.S. Department of Energy has been spectacularly ineffective at its "Big Goals": finding a way toward a less imported, more secure and sustainable energy future. Previous energy secretaries stood silent as lobbyists got us ever more addicted to gasoline via SUVs and exurban sprawl. Previous secretaries did nothing as politicians gave lavishly to the corn ethanol lobby, knowing that corn ethanol yields little reduction in fossil fuel use and almost no reduction in greenhouse gasses. Past secretaries looked away as presidents put forth boondoggles: Remember how fuel-cell cars were going to save us? Chu has been a booster for biofuel research, so his commitment to action vs. research has been questioned. How much did we benefit from research on fusion in the '70s, or the fuel-cell car programs of this decade? While research is essential, so is execution of policy that yields measurable, concrete progress every year, cost-effectively. The challenge will be to pass his research hat to his science deputy and keep his secretary's hat, with the annual figures for "megawatt-hours conserved," "megawatts renewable," "barrels of oil imported and cost" emblazoned in large letters, firmly on his head.

Secretary of the Interior: Ken Salazar

"I think it is paramount that we take proper steps to ensure the safety of our food supply and domestic livestock herd." ~ Ken Salazar

"It's more intense than holding a statewide office" ~ Ken Salazar

Salazar, a fifth-generation Coloradan whose family settled in the West before the United States' founding and has ranched and farmed on the same land in the San Luis Valley for more than a century, is better known for brokering deals between warring interests than for outlining an ambitious agenda of conservation. In four years in the Senate, he has pushed to temper energy exploration in the West even as he has backed offshore oil drilling and subsidies for ranchers on public land. Among Salazar's other responsibilities, the new interior secretary will help "ensure that we finally live up to the treaty obligations that are owed to the first Americans," Obama said in a Chicago news conference. Salazar looks forward to working directly with Obama "as we take the moon-shot on energy independence" and "confront the dangers of global warming."

Salazar led Colorado's Department of Natural Resources and served as the state's attorney general before winning a vacant Senate seat in 2004. He entered Congress in the same freshman class as Obama. The senator campaigned vigorously for Obama in Colorado, a swing state, barnstorming rural areas in a recreational vehicle while preaching alternative-energy development and its potential to revitalize rural economies. After the election, Salazar publicly urged Obama to build his planned economic stimulus package around investments in energy infrastructure. He outraged many religious conservatives when he called James Dobson, head of Focus on the Family, "the antichrist" -- though he revised the comment to "un-Christian." He upset liberals by introducing Alberto R. Gonzales, Bush's nominee for attorney general, at his Senate confirmation hearing. Salazar later called on Gonzales to resign over allegations of politically motivated firings of U.S. Attorneys.

 Representatives on both sides of the aisle have mixed emotions about the Salazar appointment and Obama's Interior secretary pick could face a confirmation battle.

Secretary of Education: Arne Duncan

"I'm also eager to apply some of the lessons we have learned here in Chicago to help school districts all across our country." ~ Arne Duncan

"No issue is more pressing than education. ...... It is the civil rights issue of this generation." ~ Arne Duncan

Duncan has been in charge of the country's third-largest school district for the past seven years, and has focused on improving struggling schools, closing those that fail and getting better teachers. Duncan ran an education nonprofit on Chicago's South Side before working in Chicago Public Schools under former chief Paul Vallas, now the schools chief in New Orleans. Duncan will take over a sprawling department that has focused during the Bush administration in winning passage and then implementing the president's signature No Child Left Behind education program. That effort has proven controversial, with supporters saying it is making progress in improving student skills, while local officials complain it focuses too much attention on standardized tests. A 44-year-old Harvard graduate, Duncan has played pickup basketball with Obama since the 1990s. Duncan co-captained the Harvard basketball team and played professionally in Australia before beginning his education career.

I am envisioning game of 21 between Obama, Duncan and Timothy Geithner. My money is on Duncan.

Kevin Kumashiro of the Atlanta Journal Constitution is not so keen on Duncan's nomination. He writes that Duncan's track record as the CEO of Chicago Public Schools for the past seven years shows that Duncan is the wrong choice. Behind the rhetoric of “reform” is the reality of Duncan’s accomplishments, he writes, particularly the problems behind his signature initiative, Renaissance 2010. Launched in 2004, Renaissance 2010 aims to open 100 new smaller schools (and close about 60 “failing” schools) by the year 2010. To date, 75 new schools have opened. However, many of them are charter schools that serve fewer low-income, limited-English proficient and disabled students than regular public schools. More than a third of them are in communities that are not high-needs areas. During Duncan’s tenure, district-wide high school test scores have not risen, and most of the lowest-performing high schools saw scores drop.
 

Duncan’s reforms are steeped in a free-market model of school reform, particularly the notion that school choice and charter and specialty schools will motivate educators to work harder to do better as will penalties for not meeting standards. Kumashiro says that Duncan’s track record is clear. Less parental and community involvement in school governance. Less support for teacher unions. Less breadth and depth in what and how students learn as schools place more emphasis on narrow high-stakes testing. More penalties for schools but without adequate resources for those in high-poverty areas. Duncan’s accomplishments, Kumashiro concludes, are not a good model.

Duncan will try to prove Kumashiro wrong as education czar.

Secretary of Agriculture: Tom Vilsack

“It must be about the work of improving profitability for farmers and ranchers and expanding opportunities in the rural communities in which they live.” ~ Tom Vilsack

With soaring food prices, a recession and national discussion about energy issues and renewable fuel sources, it is an interesting time to be named secretary of agriculture. That blessing and curse falls to the shoulders of former Iowa Gov. Tom Vilsack. Vilsack has long supported development of alternative fuels and renewable energy sources. That industry flourished in Iowa under his tenure, and he founded the Governors Biotechnology Partnership to promote the field nationwide. As governor of the state that leads the nation in hogs, corn and soybean production, Vilsack may have the experience and vision to be a leader in agriculture during these changing times.

Vilsack has been a proponent of subsidies for corn growers who produce ethanol, as well as wind-generated energy and farm-conservation programs. He is also in favor of working hard to stop global warming, one of the main reasons Obama selected him as secretary. Vilsack has never lost an election. He was reportedly the 2004 short list of possible vice presidential candidates to run with John Kerry. Vilsack was the first Democrat to enter the most recent presidential campaign, but he dropped out after just a few months, saying he could not compete with the fundraising ability of other candidates. He quickly endorsed Hillary Clinton and became a national co-chair of her campaign for the Democratic nomination. Despite Vilsack's support, Clinton lost the Iowa caucus to Barack Obama. With Vilsack as agriculture secretary, Iowans will arguably have more influence over U.S. farm policy than ever before — the Senate Agriculture Committee chairman is Tom Harkin, of Iowa.

Vilsack's elevation to Agriculture secretary means he would be the fourth high-level appointment of a former presidential campaign rival to Obama's team, following Clinton for secretary of State, Delaware Sen. Joe Biden for vice president and New Mexico Gov. Bill Richardson for Commerce secretary.

Secretary of Transportation: Ray LaHood

“In the end, the vast majority of people in my own district told me - either by letters, e-mails or personal contact - that they really wanted me to stay where I am...I had very few people in my own district say they wanted me to run for governor.” ~ Ray LaHood

"His agenda for the Department of Transportation is my agenda for the Department of Transportation" ~ Ray LaHood

In plucking his Transportation Secretary from the ranks of the GOP, Barack Obama was not breaking tradition but extending it. In 2000, George W. Bush tapped Democrat Norman Mineta for the post—the lone cross-aisle appointment of his Administration. There's reason to believe LaHood — a veteran Illinois politician who counts Obama's chief of staff, Rahm Emanuel, as a close friend — will play far more than a token role in the incoming Democratic regime. At Transportation, LaHood will shepherd the massive public works program Obama announced on Dec. 6 as the centerpiece of a plan to jumpstart the economy by creating millions of jobs. He's also a litmus test for Obama's post-partisan campaign pledges. LaHood, a downstate Republican, is the President-elect's first full Republican appointee — Defense Secretary Robert Gates is a registered Independent who has traditionally served Republican presidents — but has earned plaudits for his ability to work with Democrats. "Ray's appointment reflects that bipartisan spirit — a spirit we need to reclaim in this country to make progress for the American people," Obama said when announcing his pick.

In addition to the mammoth task of reauthorizing the surface transportation law, the next Transportation secretary faces regulatory and administrative responsibilities that run the gamut from implementing the pending stimulus package and resolving outstanding labor disputes to deciding the fate of regulations.

Secretary of Labor: Hilda Solis

"I'll work to strengthen our unions and support every American in our nation's diverse work force" ~ Hilda Solis

When President-elect Barack Obama tapped California Democrat Hilda Solis to be his administration's Labor Secretary, union leaders across the country rejoiced. The four-term Congresswoman has spent the better part of two decades championing workers' rights, including the Employee Free Choice Act, a new bill that would make it easier for workers to organize. But some Republicans have taken issue with her legislative approach, deriding her as an unyielding advocate of environmentalists and labor groups. Solis might very well agree with the "unyielding" part: she told the Los Angeles Times in 2000 that compromising "just to keep things moving along" is her least favorite part of the job.

Solis, 51, would be the third Latino member of Obama's Cabinet, a measure of diversity that has garnered praise from this fast-growing slice of the electorate. After Obama nominated New Mexico Gov. Bill Richardson to be his Commerce secretary, some Latino officials complained that they were being shut out of the most prestigious Cabinet posts. Richardson at one time had been rumored to be in line for secretary of State, before Obama offered him the Commerce slot. Some had cautioned that Obama's legislative agenda might face roadblocks unless more Latinos were installed in top positions. Since then, Obama has said he will nominate Sen. Ken Salazar as secretary of the Interior, and now Solis as Labor secretary. Prominent Latino officials are now praising the new Cabinet's makeup.

And labor organizers are very excited about the pick. AFL-CIO President John Sweeney said he's "thrilled." SEIU President Andy Stern said he's "thrilled."
 Everyone is thrilled except Bret Jacobson, founder and president of Maverick Strategies LLC, a research and communications firm serving business and free-market think tanks, who is not enthusiastic. He writes that Solis regularly sides with organized labor's demands, including the biggest of them all: union leaders' desperate campaign to boost their membership by getting rid of secret ballot elections. That privacy allows millions of American workers to vote their conscience when deciding whether to start paying dues to a union boss. Consequently, it is easy to see why union bosses prefer "card check" -- a dubious method that requires employees to sign a legally binding card stating their preference in a way that would allow anyone to know if they are pro-union or not. Jacobson criticizes the Employee Free Choice Act (EFCA) saying that it would effectively kill the right to a secret ballot election for employees deciding whether to join a union. The right to cast a vote in private is a cornerstone of elections in America. And that iconic voting booth plays a vital role in the U.S. workplace too, ensuring that employees remain free from coercion from either unions or employers during organizing drives. But the passage of EFCA would radically change that. The bill would rip back the curtain, exposing an estimated 100 million employees to harassment and intimidation -- not just by unions, but also by bad bosses and busybody co-workers.

Watch for Solis to clash with Peter Orszag and other Rubinesque economists in Obama's cabinet who value liberalized trade. Solis' pro-labor stance stands in start contrast to the free traders and is a conflict waiting to happen.

I like the nomination because it opens up a cool pun “Quantum of Solis.” If only I could figure out a good way to use it...

Concluding Thoughts
Barack Obama has wholeheartedly embraced experience in choosing his Cabinet. That may seem at odds with the president-elect's campaign theme of "change we can believe in." But some Democratic activists and nonpartisan analysts say it makes sense, given the dire economy and public anxiety. Obama has tapped senators and representatives, governors and veteran bureaucrats to help him confront the challenges of two wars, a crippled financial system and a deepening recession. To be sure, Obama's inner circle includes far more veterans of elected office and federal agencies than government newcomers. For the most part, Obama's Cabinet has been well received by both Democrats and Republicans, although some Democrats have complained that Obama's team will not do enough to shake up the status quo on matters such as the Iraq war, oversight of the financial industry, and trade. The overall team, Norm Ornstein, a political scientist at the American Enterprise Institute says, "is a collection of very strong individuals and people known for their pragmatism." It may not please liberal activists who want sweeping change in Washington but it reflects a pragmatic new president facing some of the toughest challenges in modern times.

Many of Obama's other picks reflect his apparent preference for practical-minded centrists who have straddled big policy debates rather than staking out the strongest pro-reform positions. Their reputations as moderates have won Obama plaudits from even some Republicans, but the choices offer relatively few clues to his plans in certain key areas. Peter Wehner, a former senior adviser to President Bush, warned that placing too much emphasis on pragmatism could leave the Obama team rudderless and without intellectual cohesion. "Pragmatism has its place, but there are limits, as well," said Wehner, now a senior fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center. "If you aren't anchored to a political philosophy, you get blown about, and government becomes ad hoc and you make it up as you go - and if you're not careful, you begin to go in circles."

Overall the list of nominees suggests Obama, facing a deep recession and wars on two fronts, will rely on the kind of Washington veterans he campaigned against during the Democratic primaries. Analysts say Obama's picks signal the president-elect values projecting the image of confidence over projecting the image of a new sheriff in Washington. For now, Obama has increased the odds that his nominees will face a relatively drama-free confirmation process by steering clear of risky choices. There have been complaints about attorney general nominee Eric Holder's role in Clinton-era pardons. And revelations about Bill Clinton's foundation's international donors could make things rocky for his wife. But historically, most nominees eventually make it through confirmation. Since Jimmy Carter took office in 1977, only one Cabinet secretary nominee for an incoming administration has been rejected. The Senate voted in 1989 against former Sen. John Tower, George H.W. Bush's nominee for secretary of defense. Dick Cheney was confirmed to that post shortly afterward.

These are the people who will guide Obama as he guides our nation. He has surrounded himself with the advisors he feels will best assist him as he tries to fulfill his many campaign promises and return hope to our country. Time will be the best judge of his success.

Further Reading:

Check out Barack Obama's website which has, among other things, press releases from the campaign: http://www.barackobama.com/index.php
Obama announced his plan for the first 100 days in office early on in the campaign, but you can read about it here: http://www.alternet.org/election08/106302/obama%27s_first_100_days_in_the_white_house/
Read about Obama's vetting process in this CNN article: http://www.cnn.com/2008/POLITICS/11/25/obama.cabinet/
http://change.gov/ is the official transition webpage for Obama-Biden.

Questions for Thought:

Are there enough reformers in Obama's cabinet? Several cabinet members served in prior democratic presidential administrations. Will these cabinet members be able to divorce themselves from the establishment?

Several news articles mentioned the ethnic and gender diversity displayed by Obama's cabinet. What is the significance of this? Does diversity in his cabinet change what Obama is able to do as President?

What will this cabinet be able to accomplish within the first six months in office?

How is this cabinet different than President Bush's? Is it more or less powerful? How have individual secretaries changed the historical role of their position? Is the executive branch going to be stronger under Obama than it was under Bush?

Make a prediction: Who, if any of the nominees, will face a nomination battle? Who will be the first cabinet member to be fired or resign under dubious circumstances? Why?

OPEC’s Cartel Power

· Gold Folder Created: January 2009

"We can't blame OPEC this time"

 ~ Geoff Sundstrom, director of AAA public affairs.

"Our view is markets should determine prices, and that's what we make clear to producers around the world, including our friends at OPEC."

 ~ Scott McClellan, former White House spokesman.

The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) controls oil prices by manipulating global supply. Isn't that what Gold Book said? Don’t the fifteen member countries use their power as holders of the world’s largest oil deposits to drive up the price of oil and increase their revenue? Wordnet defines a “cartel” as a “consortium of independent organizations formed to limit competition by controlling the production and distribution of a product or service.” As a cartel, shouldn’t OPEC be limiting production to capitalize on an unyielding and insatiable demand for fuel?

The market for oil is unusual because – in the short-term – both demand and supply are highly “inelastic.” This means that irrespective of what oil costs, your car cannot easily switch to another fuel. Ships and airplanes cannot move from diesel oil and kerosene for their propulsion. If it is freezing cold, and you need to heat your house, the only option may be to pay more for heating oil. Likewise, if the price of gas were to halve, you would not drive twice as far, or turn the thermostat up from 72 to 144. A large change in price only has a small impact on demand. Supply is similar in that suppliers generally do not react very much to changes in price. Oil-exporting countries pump their crude and get paid the market price. They smile when the price is higher, but if they are pumping at capacity they will not increase quantity supplied dramatically. 

OPEC’s economists understand this unique relationship between price and quantity demanded for their product. As long as people do not change their habits as a result of the price disruptions and consume less oil in the long run, OPEC does its best to raise price above what it would be if all the oil producing nations competed freely. 

The trouble with the cartel structure is the perverse incentives which drive individual member countries to “cheat” or overproduce in order to take advantage of the higher oil price. If everyone else is cutting their output to drive up price, why not produce just a tad more than the cartel’s limit? Surely nobody will find out what you are doing and if they do, you will just apologize and say you will not do it again. But what do you think every other oil producing nation is doing? 

As cheating exacerbates, the cartel loses its control over the market and you and I experience the kind of low gas prices that have blessed us at the pump.

But OPEC is not happy with this situation. Cartel leaders met in Oran, Algeria and agreed to cut 2.2 million barrels a day from actual September production level of 29.045 million barrels a day.
 

In light of falling demand and a steadily deteriorating hold on the oil market, OPEC's oil chiefs are almost begging to be taken seriously. OPEC's target may be $75 a barrel, but a delegate from the Gulf doubted the price would exceed $55 in the first half of 2009. "OPEC is turning into an increasingly irrelevant organization," said Sanford C. Bernstein analyst Neil McMahon on a recent conference call. The situation recalls the late 1990s when a fractious OPEC watched prices hit record lows. Today the organization is trying to present a united front, but profound differences exist. On the one hand are the Saudis and other Persian Gulf states. They are the only countries with enough production capacity to make big cuts. Yet they do not want to inflict further damage on the global economy by forcing prices too high. Then there are the hardliners like Iran and Venezuela that want sharply higher prices to support their social programs. Crude prices are well below the $100 per barrel and $86 per barrel Venezuela and Iran respectively need to pay their bills.

As OPEC strives to retain its clout, a glut is emerging that could drive prices even lower. Off Iran's Kharg Island oil terminal are seven supertankers laden with Iranian crude. Iran is storing oil on board in hopes of higher prices later, according to an industry source. Worldwide, an estimated 21 ships are holding about 40 million barrels. At the end of October, 2008 there were just five million in store. That means producers have been churning out 750,000 to 1 million barrels a day for which there are no ready buyers. With the production cuts, OPEC is simply trying to avoid swamping the world with oil.

Jerry Taylor, an international oil analyst at the Cato Institute, thinks that OPEC’s gesticulations are absurd and that it cannot get control of its output. He says that there is no correlation between OPEC statements about production cuts and actual OPEC behavior with regards to oil production. Cheating is rampant in the cartel. It is the rule not the exception. Taylor argues that there may or may not be a production cut back. If there is a cut back, there is no guarantee it will be over two million barrels a day. In fact, Taylor said that he would be “very surprised” if the cut back approaches that level.

The words of economists like Taylor do little to dissuade OPEC President Chakib Kheilil who says that $70-$80 a barrel is a "fair price for oil," even as the price falls below $40/barrel. OPEC recently revealed there had only been 85.0% compliance with its last reduction of 1.5 million barrels per day in late October. Certain members of the cartel, notably Iran, Venezuela and Nigeria, are considered most likely to cheat. OPEC had hoped that Russia, the second-largest exporter of oil after Saudi Arabia and the largest outside the cartel, would make a clear cut to its own production to help share the 2.2 million barrel burden. But Russia refrained from make such a pledge, even though it had sent a high-ranking delegation of representatives to the OPEC meeting in Algeria and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev previously hinted at cuts as well.

If OPEC is successful at restricting production, Russia will benefit without paying any of the costs of collusion. Also collecting on the free benefits is Mexico, our oil exporting neighbor to the south. Mexico, along with other non-OPEC exporters Russia and Norway, worked closely with OPEC during the 1998-1999 price crash. But this time the world's sixth-largest producer has made clear it will not shut down any producing wells. “Pemex and Mexico will, undoubtedly, benefit from OPEC production cuts as Pemex maintains a strategy of production independence,” said Gianna Bern, president of Brookshire Advisory and Research Inc., a Chicago-based management consulting and energy-economics research firm. Unlike some OPEC members, Mexico worked when prices were high to insure itself against a crash. When prices were still at peak levels in July, 2008, the Finance Ministry started buying put options that would guarantee 330 million barrels, or 904,000 barrels a day, in oil sales, at $70 a barrel. This will keep oil revenue roughly in line with the national budget, allowing the country to avert a fiscal crisis next year. Mexico, which gets around a third of its revenue from oil, will also tap $5 billion that it stashed in a windfall savings fund for infrastructure investments to help keep the economy afloat next year. Even though Pemex can ride out low prices in 2009, the state company will still benefit if prices rebound. Pemex, which has a monopoly on Mexican oil production and sales, recently took steps to expand the role of private investment under service-based contracts. Outside players will be more eager to invest in high-cost Mexican projects under a better price outlook.

We know the price of oil results from the interaction of the market supply and demand curves. Even as OPEC struggles to reign in the supply side of the market, demand is threatening to contract which could mean even lower prices. The federal Energy Information Administration reports that the weak U.S. economy will slash America's oil demand this year by 1.1 million barrels per day, or 5.4 percent, the first time annual oil consumption will fall by more than 1 million barrels per day since 1980. For 2009, total U.S. oil demand is projected to drop by an additional 250,000 barrels per day, or 1.3 percent. The agency says that the current U.S. and global economic downturn has led to a decrease in global energy demand and a rapid and substantial reduction in crude oil and other energy prices. When the market is considered globally, dropping demand in the United States is only barely offset. Between 2007 and 2009, oil consumption in non-industrialized countries, especially China, Latin America and the Middle East, is projected to rise by 2.3 million barrels per day, which will be offset by a 2.2 million barrels per day decline in demand in industrialized nations, including the United States and the European Union. The EIA projects oil prices to remain relatively flat, averaging $60 to $65 per barrel throughout 2009 after oil hit a record $147 a barrel in July, 2008.

While we enjoy cheap gas at the pump, oil producing nations are squabbling among themselves with a tenor that is not conducive to future collusion. If OPEC is unable to reign in its member nations, we may see oil prices driven down to sustainable lows. But if the cartel can reassert itself, we may see the Summer of 2008 prices all over again.

Further Reading:

Read the latest press releases from OPEC's press room here: http://www.opec.org/opecna/
For an economic analysis of oil prices that includes some superb historical context, read this page: http://www.wtrg.com/prices.htm
You can spend hours on the EIA's website, but this page is especially useful:http://tonto.eia.doe.gov/dnav/pet/pet_pri_wco_k_w.htm 

Questions for Thought:

How can the OPEC cartel design a credible threat so that cheating countries have an incentive to follow their commitments?

What will happen to “green” and renewable energy plans in the wake of lower prices for oil, a fossil fuel?

How more do you and your friends and family drive today than last summer?
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School Bullying
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 “My parents were dancers, and we traveled around a lot, so I went to some very ropy schools where I learned a lot about being bullied and not a great deal about anything else.” ~ Tanith Lee, British author

"I just want the bullying to stop. That is all I ever wanted. I used to love going to school. Now I hate it." ~9-year-old Verity Ward quoted in the Sunday Telegraph, March 2000

"The bullying stopped when I claimed myself and proved that I wasn't afraid. A lot of it was when I was hiding when I was younger." ~Randy Harrison, actor

"I found one day in school a boy of medium size ill-treating a smaller boy. I expostulated, but he replied: ‘The bigs hit me, so I hit the babies; that’s fair.’ In these words he epitomized the history of the human race." ~Bertrand Russell, philosopher

“I think if you have the opportunity to bully your opponent then you have to take that chance.” ~Venus Williams, professional tennis player.

Bullies are infamous in popular culture. Lucy constantly taunted Charlie Brown in Charles Schulz's comic strip "Peanuts," in particular every time he attempted to kick a football. In the musical Annie, based on the comic strip "Little Orphan Annie," Ms. Hannigan physically abused Annie, forced her to scrub floors and attempted to keep her from the millionaire who wanted to adopt her. And perhaps the ultimate bully was Lex Luther, who constantly attempted to destroy Superman with kryptonite, the one substance that could render Superman devoid of his superpowers. Bullies are not well liked in school. At least not by school administrators and lawmakers who feel that bullying and intimidation can lead to emotional and psychological problems in youth as well as disrupt the academic environment XE "academic environment"  of grade school.

The problems with school violence are put in harsh focus through Sirdeaner Walker's congressional testimony on strategies for improving school safety and violence prevention. Sirdeaner Walker was cooking dinner for her family while her son Carl was in his room, where she thought he was doing his homework. Instead, she later discovered, Carl had hanged himself with an extension cord around his neck. He was 11 years old. "What could make a child his age despair so much that he would take his own life?" Walker asked members of the House Education Committee today. "That question haunts me to this day, and I will probably never know the answer. What we do know is that Carl was being bullied relentlessly in school." Before his death in April, Carl told his mother he was being pushed around and teased for being "gay" and called a "faggot." But when Walker alerted the school, she said they portrayed Carl as the problem.
 "I did everything that a parent is supposed to," Walker said. "I choose a 'good' school; I joined the PTO; I went to every parent-teacher conference; I called the school regularly and brought the bullying problem to the staff's attention. And the school did not act. The teachers did not know how to respond. "School bullying is a national crisis and we need a national solution to deal with it," Walker said. "Teachers, administrators and other school personnel need additional support and clear guidance about how to ensure that all kids feel safe in school. Congress can make sure they have that guidance and support by making anti-bullying policies mandatory at all of our nation's schools."

Walker supports a bill that would require states that receive grants for safe and drug-free schools to invest in bullying prevention programs. Teachers and administrators would need to be educated on how to handle bullies and attend to students who have been harassed by others.

Interestingly, the students who enter school anxious or depressed XE "depressed"  are the most likely to be targeted by bullies. A Canadian study, led by psychology professor Bonnie Leadbeater, looked at more than 400 children beginning in fall term of Grade 1. The children were asked about their experiences being bullied, such as being hit, pushed and shoved, or being teased and excluded from play. Their teachers were asked to report on the children's symptoms of depression and anxiety, as well as on displays of physical aggression XE "physical aggression" . The researchers returned at the end of first, second and third grades, asking the children and their teachers to report on the same issues. While more than 70 per cent of the children showed few symptoms of depression and anxiety over the three years, 20 per cent showed levels that were moderate at first, but that grew over time. Seven percent of children showed continuously high symptom levels. These children, who were more aggressive at the start of Grade 1, were also prone to depression and anxiety by Grade 3. Leadbeater said they were more likely to be victimized by their peers, perhaps in retaliation for their own acts of aggression. Children who enter school showing signs of anxiety become targets within a few years and that compounds the problem.

Those fighting against bullies are no longer suffering in silence. Two decades ago, harassment may have stayed a secret. Victims of hazing, bullying and sexual assault are still often too terrified to report their attackers — though officials say the stigma of telling authorities is starting to dissolve. Police are called to investigate everything from cyber-bullying and schoolyard fights to brutal hazing rituals, and tormenters can be prosecuted under anti-bullying laws in dozens of states. Proactive parents aren't afraid to confront school officials or take the matter to court, and schools are training students and teachers alike to spot and report bullying. "Back in the old days it was, 'Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me,'" said Kevin Quinn, a school resource officer in Arizona and regional director of the National Association of School Resource Officers. "In today's day and age, words do hurt XE "words do hurt"  and that's how a lot of the bullying begins." Thirty-two percent of students ages 12 to 18 nationwide had experienced bullying within the past school year in 2007, according to a report by the U.S. Education Department and the U.S. Justice Department. That number was slightly higher than the year before — though officials say it's not because bullying is more frequent, but because it's more often reported. Parents are taking more action as well, including filing more lawsuits. "The reason it's picking up momentum is not necessarily the frequency of the bullying, but the manner in which people are engaging in bullying," said Joe Braun, a Cincinnati attorney who sued on behalf of the family of a high school basketball player attacked by three teammates while waiting for a bus to take them to practice in Milford, Ohio. "It's starting to become more physical, more sexual, and it's not just emotional bullying like we've seen in the past."

Bullies are getting creative. Physical altercations are a thing of schoolyards past. Today's technologically advanced bullies have other ways of harassing their victims. One of those ways is via the Internet. Cyberbullying XE "Cyberbullying" , when practiced by kids against other kids, is significant, growing and potentially more damaging than its offline counterparts. Ben Leichting, an expert on bullies and author of "How to Stop Bullies in Their Tracks," says that online attacks are becoming an epidemic. Some sites even specialize as forums for anonymous bashing and attacks. He points out that laws are made to state the standards to which we aspire and to diminish people’s ability to harm others as much as possible. Laws may be imperfect and enforcement may be difficult and spotty, but that’s better than nothing. I’d rather have anti-bullying laws that protect kids 90% of the time and have difficulties 10% of the time, than have no laws to stop cyber bullying and leave kids vulnerable 100% of the time. Our laws and even our system of checks and balances are founded on our understanding that no matter how much education people have, they will often seek power and revenge. They won’t always be good and sweet and kind. If given the chance, people will be mean, nasty and vicious to others, especially if they can act anonymously or the target can’t fight back effectively. He concludes that we must rise to the challenge posed by new technology and keep evolving laws and enforcing them the best we can.

While Mr. Leichting's concerns have merit, the idea of regulating the Internet to stop cyber bullying is problematic. Most of the resources put toward policing Internet forum content and guarding against abuse are dedicated to stopping online predators, which pose a more significant threat to school-age children than do their peers. Further, critics of Mr. Leichting's position point out that peer-to-peer bullying (i.e., bullying in person) is a more significant threat than cyber bullying. Many want the regulators to start in schools and work away, especially because free speech issues in the online world are thorny and difficult to navigate. Even with those objection's stated, Mr. Leichting has a point that students need to learn online civility and that anonymity is no excuse for rudeness or harassment.

Students also harass each other over text, so Vodafone has a solution. According to Head of Company Communications and Corporate Responsibility, Alison Sykora, Vodafone has always worked to be proactive about ensuring young people are kept safe. “Vodafone is hoping to help further, by providing a free txt service to help any of our customers who are being targeted by a txt bully. “They can txt the word ‘bully’ to 4001 and we’ll be in touch to get info and investigate,” says Ms Sykora. If necessary there are a number of things Vodafone can do to help, such as warning the bully, stopping txting from their account, temporarily barring their account or even permanently deactivating their account.

As regulators descend on schools, eye playground roughhousing XE "roughhousing"  and watch the interactions of school children through their computers and phones, we return to the question probably ringing in Sirdeaner Walker's head: What could she have done differently? At his stage of emotional development, did Carl belong in school? Sarah Wilson tackles the question of whether harassment and bullying would be any different for homeschooled XE "homeschooled"  students. She asks: is homeschooling the answer to this problem? By pulling our children out of the unnatural environment that is traditional school, are we now free from worries about bullying? The answer, unfortunately, is no. Bullying still occurs, she says, even in homeschool circles. Children who are different are picked on. Children who stand out or stand up are singled-out. This will happen in any social group, independent of regulation and oversight. What needs to be understood, however, is the way bullying can be and is dealt with by homeschoolers. The difference between how homeschoolers and traditional-schoolers proceed is vast. This is not because any one group of parents loves or cares more about their children. It is completely due to access. Homeschool parents are there, Wilson notes. Homeschool parents are forced by their choice to homeschool to be present for their children. Children aren’t away from the family six hours or more, five days a week. Their friends are not strangers to the family. Parents and children participate in activities together, nearly all the time, not just on weekends or evenings. Parents and children learn how to communicate, how to feel safe together, how to read each other. These are necessary skills when spending so much time together. If problems crop up at a park day, for example, the child being bullied has a parent there, as does the child doing the bullying. Problems are dealt with immediately. For older children who aren’t watched as hawkishly, they have built a trusting connection with their parents and are more likely to bring up such issues quickly.

Wilson's position is certainly open to debate, but her point makes sense intuitively. Bullying is easier to remedy if parents are familiar with its effects. Arguably, parents hold the key to the bullying problem. They can instruct their children on how to handle bullies, how to deflect their barbs and avoid giving the appearance of anxiousness, which seems to attract their unwanted attention. As schools step up regulation and playgrounds and locker rooms are more closely monitored, an easier solution may be hiding in plain sight. 
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Questions for Thought

Are parents reluctant to involve themselves in the education of their children? Why or why not? In general, are fathers more reluctant than mothers?

How can government regulators effectively stop bullying? 

What punishments are appropriate for pre-teens who commit crimes at school? Should the penalties be any different for those who bully?

Should bullying be a crime punishable as hate speech?

Sample Topic Questions

Should states adopt legislation that prohibits harassing and bullying behavior in schools? 

Is antibullying legislation an unnecessary and ineffective use of legislative authority?

What limitations on Internet free speech are justified to curb online harassment?

Is bullying destroying the classroom?

Further Research

Check out the Mayo Clinic's antibullying page here: http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/bullying/MH00126 

Stop Bullying Now has an informative page here: http://www.stopbullyingnow.com/ 

Read Sirdeaner Walker's testimony: http://www.glsen.org/cgi-bin/iowa/all/news/record/2450.html 

Social Security
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 “I care about our young people, and I wish them great success, because they are our Hope for the Future, and some day, when my generation retires, they will have to pay us trillions of dollars in social security.” ~Dave Barry, humorist

“It is naive to imagine a program [Social Security] put into place in the 1930s will go on for another 100 years without having some changes. Changes have taken place certainly in this country and will continue to take place.” ~Craig Thomas (R-Whyoming)

“Social Security is not just the foundation of America's retirement dignity and security, it ensures the economic stability and strength of our families and our state's economy.” ~Debbie Stabenow (D-Michegan)

“We need to take steps to strengthen and mend Social Security so that its promise of a secure retirement is just as real for seniors in the future as it is today.” ~Herb Kohl

“Social Security is not a retirement savings plan; it is a social insurance program. It's a contract that says, as a society, we will look out for you and your family when you can no longer work.” ~Jeff Bingaman (D-New Mexico)

The Social Security XE "Social Security"  system was created in the 1930s in response to major economic woes, and is credited by many with alleviating poverty among the elderly in the decades since. Indeed, according to the Census Bureau, the poverty rate for Americans age 65 and over fell to 10.2% in 2000, from 35% in 1959.
 Social Security is primarily funded by payroll taxes XE "payroll taxes"  paid by employers and employees. The system is often described as "pay as you go XE "pay as you go" ," meaning that taxes from current workers pay the benefits of current beneficiaries. Roughly 47 million people receive monthly Social Security payments.

For a single, average-income retiree, Social Security payments replace 40% of pre-retirement income XE "pre-retirement income" . The system for calculating benefits is structured to give lower-income retirees proportionately more than their wealthier counterparts. Most retirees have some other source of income to supplement their Social Security payments, which average about $14,000 a year. However, 20% of older Americans depend completely on Social Security. Since the Social Security program began, the percentage of workers in the U.S. population has been shrinking, while the percentage of retirees has been increasing. According to the Social Security Administration XE "Social Security Administration" , which runs the program, in 1950 there were 16 workers paying for each beneficiary. Today, they say, the ratio is 3.3 to one. That translates to less money to cover benefits, and has led many observers to predict an impending crisis in the Social Security system if action is not taken to correct it. Observers disagree, however, on what action should be taken.

The 2009 Social Security and Medicare Trustees Reports show the combined unfunded liability of these two programs has reached nearly $107 trillion in today's dollars! That bears reiteration, in case you are in the habit of glossing over the first sentence of large paragraphs. $107 trillion dollars! That is about seven times the size of the U.S. economy and 10 times the size of the outstanding national debt, says Pamela Villarreal, a senior policy analyst with the National Center for Policy Analysis. The unfunded liability XE "unfunded liability"  is the difference between the benefits that have been promised to current and future retirees and what will be collected in dedicated taxes and Medicare premiums. Last year alone, this debt rose by $5 trillion. If no other reform is enacted, this funding gap XE "funding gap"  can only be closed in future years by substantial tax increases, large benefit cuts or both, says Villarreal. Currently, a 12.4 percent payroll tax on wages funds Social Security and a 2.9 percent payroll tax funds Medicare Part A XE "Medicare Part A" . But if payroll tax rates rise to meet unfunded obligations, when today's college students reach retirement (about 2054), Social Security alone will require a 16.6 percent payroll tax, one-third greater than today's rate. When Medicare Part A is included, the payroll tax burden will rise to 25.7 percent — more than one of every four dollars workers will earn that year. If Medicare Part B (physician services) and Part D are included, the total Social Security/Medicare burden will climb to 37 percent of payroll by 2054 — one in three dollars of taxable payroll, and twice the size of today's payroll tax burden! Thus, more than one-third of the wages workers earn in 2054 will need to be committed to pay benefits promised under current law. That is before any bridges or highways are built and before any teachers' or police officers' salaries are paid. The Social Security and Medicare deficits are on a course to engulf the entire federal budget. If our policymakers wait to address these growing debts until they are out of control, the solutions will be drastic and painful, says Villarreal.

There is no reason to worry about Medicare's Trust Fund. Or the Social Security Trust Fund. Or the Highway Trust Fund. Or any other federal government trust fund — with one or two exceptions, says John C. Goodman, President and CEO of the National Center for Policy Analysis. The reason? These are not really trust funds. They do not collect or disperse money. They hold no real assets. They perform an accounting function (keeping track of the inflow of dedicated revenues and the outflow of funds to the programs they support), which occasionally forces Congress to act. But they perform no economic function (collecting, saving, investing, etc.). No money has been salted away in bank vaults. No securities XE "securities"  were purchased on Wall Street. The so-called assets of these funds are created on a computer keyboard, explains Goodman. They really are IOUs XE "IOUs"  the government writes to itself, but since every "asset XE "asset" " of a trust fund is a "liability XE "liability" " of the Treasury XE "Treasury" , summing over both parts of government (the Treasury plus the trust fund), assets minus liabilities net out to zero. Occasionally people (for some reason, they are disproportionately on the left) will argue that the assets of these trust funds really can be used to pay benefits. Were that true, there would be an easy solution to our financial woes, says Goodman. President Obama, by Executive Order, could instruct the typists to double, triple or quadruple the number of IOUs the trust funds hold. After all, it is just as easy to hit the "2" key as the "1" key. A "4" is just as easy to punch as a "2." But alas, you cannot increase wealth or purchasing power by writing IOUs to yourself. So what should we worry about? Cash flow, Goodman says. In a pay-as-you-go system, like Medicare or Social Security, cash flow is the only thing that matters. And for as far as the eye can see, the inflow and outflow of cash look very bleak, says Goodman. For some time, Social Security and Medicare combined have been paying out more than they are receiving in dedicated taxes and premiums. To cover that deficit, we have been drawing on the general revenues (mainly income taxes) of the federal government, explains Goodman. By 2012, we will need 1 in 10 income tax dollars for this purpose. By 2020, 1 in 4. By 2030, 1 in 2. Elderly entitlements XE "entitlements"  are on a course to crowd out everything else the federal government is doing, says Goodman.

When President Bush was in office, he advocated giving younger workers the choice of investing part of their payroll tax money in the stock market rather than putting it in the Social Security program. When workers who invested in the accounts retired, they would receive the money that had accrued in their account in addition to reduced Social Security benefits. Participants could opt out of the accounts by diverting their money into Treasury Bonds (in which Social Security invests), but could not withdraw any money from them prior to retirement.

Supporters of private accounts XE "private accounts"  say that such accounts, by using private income, would guarantee that future retirees would have enough money to retire on. They say that safeguards have been instituted, such as limiting investment to relatively low-risk accounts, to make private investment a safe option. Critics of private accounts often fail to acknowledge the crisis facing the Social Security system, supporters of the accounts say, and exaggerate the risks of fixing it through private investment. Proponents add that the "pay as you go" model of retirement savings should be rethought. A system that incorporates personal savings is closer to what is used in private retirement accounts today, they argue. And supporters praise private accounts as an idea that encourages ownership and can benefit the economy in the long run by giving workers a stake in its performance.

Opponents charge that the forecasts of Social Security's future that have been used to justify extreme measures such as private accounts are excessively pessimistic. They advocate other actions to remedy the problem, such as changing the payroll tax funding formula for Social Security to make it less dependent on the contributions of low-income workers. And they say that while it may be productive for the government to encourage workers to save money for their retirement in private accounts, those accounts should not replace part of the Social Security system.

Currently, the Social Security “trust fund XE "trust fund" ” contains more than $1.5 trillion (see Goodman, above). However, people are living longer due to medical advances and are having fewer children, and the members of the unusually large "baby boom" generation are nearing retirement. As a result, the number of retirees continues to rise, while the number of workers continues to fall. The number of workers for each beneficiary has fallen to a little over three, and according to Social Security Administration forecasts, the number of workers paying for each beneficiary will fall to two within 40 years. With payroll tax rates and Social Security benefits as they are, workers' wages will not be enough to keep the program functioning, analysts predict. The amount that Social Security pays out in benefits will exceed tax revenues in 2020, according to the calculations of the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) XE "Congressional Budget Office (CBO)" . At that point, Social Security will have to draw on the trust fund to pay benefits. The trust fund is expected to last until 2042, according to the Social Security Administration, or 2052, according to the CBO. Social Security's chief actuary predicts that when the trust fund runs out, if no other changes are made, benefits will be reduced 27%, and that the reduction will increase to 32% by 2078.
 

Those who favor individual private accounts argue that the Social Security system faces a disaster if drastic action is not taken to fix it. They point to the predictions of insolvency, and say that those predictions justify a major rethinking of the system. It is unconscionable, they say, for critics to deny the extent of the crisis, or the need to fix the system, for reasons based on political expediency. "The day the public buys into the idea that demagoguery and 'just say no' is not the answer will be the moment we turn the corner," says Senator Lindsey Graham (R – South Carolina), who has proposed a private savings account plan separate from Bush's.

Supporters contend that private accounts would offset the loss of benefits that the coming Social Security crisis would produce, ensuring that workers would receive the financial security that they need in retirement. The accounts would also reduce future demands on the federal budget, supporters say, by shifting part of the burden of providing for retired workers away from the system and onto the stock market. "Since young workers eventually will receive their benefits from their private accounts, government will no longer bear the obligation to pay those benefits," writes Stephen Moore, president of the Free Enterprise Fund, a conservative lobbying group. Supporters add that, over time, workers could gain more from investing in private accounts than they would from Social Security returns. The performance of the stock market is likely to provide better returns for private account holders than the system could on its own, they say, 4% as opposed to 2% or 3%. "Why are personal accounts so important?" asks Treasury Secretary John Snow. "By giving younger workers the opportunity to receive higher benefits than the current system can afford to pay, they enhance young workers' retirement security."

Proponents add that there is less risk in the use of private accounts than critics have alleged. They say that, historically, long-term investors in the stock market have had a healthy rate of return. "Clearly, an investor XE "investor"  cannot count on a positive stock market XE "stock market"  return in any single year," financial author Burton Malkiel writes. But he adds, "Long-term investors can invest in the stock market with considerable confidence that they can earn a rate of return far above there...turn afforded by the Social Security system." Supporters insist that appropriate steps would be taken to protect the accounts from market risks. For instance, they note that the accounts would be invested in relatively conservative, low-risk funds, and that the government will contract the fund managers itself. And they point out that participants in the plan would be prevented from emptying out their accounts. Supporters assert that, beyond whatever direct financial advantages private accounts have, there are broader benefits to their use. By providing more freedom of investment and giving workers a stake in the economy, they say, private accounts help to promote an "ownership society" that encourages economic growth. "The issue of Social Security is not so much about financial viability as it is about who should control the money. Private accounts empower workers with control of their own money. That is a powerful free-market concept," Moore writes.

Critics of private investment accounts contend that they would be an expense, not a cost-saving measure. They note that if a portion of payroll tax revenue is diverted into private accounts, there will be less money available to the Social Security system to pay beneficiaries. Without additional money to cover the shortfall, they say, Social Security benefits will shrink. "Siphoning money from Social Security will not strengthen it. It will just make the problem much worse," David Certner, director of federal affairs for AARP, a lobbying group for older Americans, is quoted as saying on the group's Web site.

In addition, opponents say that there is no guarantee that participants in the private accounts will do any better than they would in the Social Security program, and a chance that they would do worse. Stock market investment inherently involves risk, they note. They add that the condition of the market at the time of a person's retirement would greatly affect the amount of money that he or she received. "In a system of personal accounts, someone who retired after a market crash would be out of luck," writes financial journalist Roger Lowenstein, author of Origins of the Crash: The Great Bubble and Its Undoing (2004). Any debate over social security has to consider the integrity of the system as it currently operates. The Social Security Administration has continued to pay millions of dollars in benefits to dead Americans, and other elderly U.S. residents are at risk of losing badly needed aid because they're improperly recorded as deceased, federal investigators warn in a new report. The consequences of either bureaucratic error can be severe. The addition of erroneous death entries can lead to benefit termination, cause severe financial hardship and distress to affected individuals, investigators with the Social Security Administration's Office of Inspector General noted in the report. The mistakes cost taxpayers and individual beneficiaries in different ways. Taxpayers are losing money when benefits are paid to the deceased. Individuals get into trouble when they're prematurely pronounced dead. In Southern California and elsewhere last year investigators analyzed 305 Social Security beneficiaries who were recorded as deceased in their Social Security Administration files; at least 140 of them were still alive. Investigators say that more than 6,000 current Social Security beneficiaries are recorded as being deceased; an untold number of them are still, in fact, alive. Those affected can feel the problem acutely even if they're still getting Social Security checks because Social Security death records can be used by other agencies, say observers. Several individuals told investigators that they "had to prove to the Internal Revenue Service they were not deceased before receiving a refund," investigators noted. On the flip side of the problem, payments were made to dead beneficiaries in at least 88 out of the 305 cases studied by investigators. Some of these improper payments continued for years. For instance, a New York City resident died in April 1990. Nonetheless, Social Security checks of $1,185 were mailed out monthly, and cashed, until October 2008. Investigators have since charged a suspect with improperly taking more than $210,000 in benefits. All told, investigators found $2 million in improper payments were made to the 88 deceased beneficiaries.

Americans save too little, and everyone knows it says Ramesh Ponnuru of the National Review. Some government policies make it harder to save, or reduce the incentive to do so; other policies are designed to encourage saving, but are often ineffective. Americans on the middle to lower rungs of the economic ladder, in particular, have little in the way of assets, in part because of the burden of payroll taxes. Companies that enroll new employees in 401(k)s XE "401(k)s"  (unless they opt out) tend to have higher participation rates than companies that require them to opt in. Some companies have also boosted contribution rates by setting them to increase gradually over time—again, with opt-outs. But state regulations are an obstacle to these practices. Governors and state legislators should remove them. Businesses that do not want to administer 401(k) programs or match employee contributions to them could serve as a conduit for automatic paycheck deductions deposited in tax-advantaged savings accounts. The idea that ordinary people can invest for their retirement is getting a bad rap right now, as it has in previous bear markets. But long-term participation in capital markets is still a good idea, maybe a better idea than ever. Millions of people would be better off if they had invested more in previous decades. They would be more economically independent.

The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) XE "Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)"  was set up to combat fraudulent practices known as Ponzi schemes XE "Ponzi schemes"  — a type of illegal pyramid scheme name for Charles Ponzi, who duped thousands of New England residents into investing in a postage stamp speculation scheme in the 1920s. And as long as the number of latecomers — you could call them suckers — grows, Ponzis have life, says Investor's Business Daily (IBD). IBD says we currently have a national Ponzi scheme where Congress collects about $785 billion in Social Security taxes from about 163 million workers to send out $585 billion to 50 million Social Security recipients. Trustees tell us that the surplus goes into a $2.2 trillion trust fund to meet future obligations. The problem is that whatever the difference between Social Security taxes taken in and benefits paid out, Congress spends it. The Treasury Department gives the Social Security Trust Fund non-marketable "special issue government securities" that are simply bookkeeping entries that are IOUs. According to estimates, in around 2016 the amount of Social Security benefits paid will exceed taxes collected; that means that either Congress will raise taxes and/or slash promised Social Security benefits. Moreover, the situation will get worse since the number of retirees is predicted to increase relative to the number in the work force paying taxes. In 1940, there were 42 workers per retiree, in 1950 there were 16; today there are 3 and in 20 or 30 years there will be 2 or fewer workers per retiree. Furthermore, there is little or nothing that can be done to prevent the economic and political chaos that will result from the collapse of Social Security because few politicians are willing to risk their careers alienating today's senior citizens for the benefit of Americans in 2040, says IBD.

America is graying. In 1960, only 1 in 11 Americans was 65 or older. Now it's 1 in 7; by 2030, it's expected to be 1 in 5. This aging could impose crushing costs on society, says columnist Robert J. Samuelson. Taxes may rise, other government programs — from national parks to college grants — may suffer and long-term economic growth may slow; yet, main victims would be today's young, who would pay higher taxes and receive fewer public services. Already, the three major programs serving the elderly population — Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid — account for two fifths of federal spending XE "federal spending" . In 2008, that was $1.3 trillion out of total spending of $2.98 trillion. According to Samuelson, higher spending on Social Security, Medicare and Medicaid could require massive increases in federal taxes — about 50 percent from present levels by 2030. Paying for baby boomers' added retirement costs would require the elimination of most defense spending or most other domestic programs. State and local governments face parallel, though lesser, pressures as their workers retire; spending on pensions and health benefits will swell, intensifying the need either to raise taxes or trim local services. There is a way to cushion the shock, says Samuelson: make annual contributions sufficient to pay future benefits Studies suggest that state and local government pensions were about 85 percent funded in 2006, with wide variations. Wisconsin was 100 percent funded, Illinois only 60 percent, but the stock-market decline has been devastating. Through October, it reduced state and local government pensions by $1 trillion, or about a third. Another problem is that promised health care benefits are largely unfunded; in 2006, these long-term costs totaled $370 billion. What looms is a huge transfer of income from younger workers to older retirees, says Samuelson.

In an NBER working paper, co-authors John Geanakopolos and Stephen Zeldes describe a new type of financial instrument, the Personal Annuitized Average Wage (PAAW) XE "Personal Annuitized Average Wage (PAAW)"  security, which could play an integral role in future Social Security reforms. The authors observe that some participants in the Social Security policy debate want to retain a defined benefit type of Social Security program, similar to the current system. Others prefer a defined contribution system of personal accounts, with individuals holding market assets.
 The authors suggest that PAAW securities offer a means to secure the objectives of both of these groups. A PAAW security would pay its owner one inflation-corrected dollar during every year of life after his statutory retirement date, multiplied by the economy wide average wage at the retirement date. PAAW securities could be issued in exchange for Social Security tax payments. Individuals with low lifetime wage income would have their tax payments augmented by a government match, while individuals with high lifetime incomes would receive smaller or negative matches. An increase in a worker's relative earnings––and the higher tax payments that go with it––would generate more PAAW securities for this worker's account. PAAW securities could, in principle, be pooled and then pool shares could be traded in financial markets. For example, every individual could be required to sell a fixed percentage (say 10 percent) of his newly accrued PAAWS into a pool. Creating a market for PAAWS would deliver a number of benefits that "notional account" Social Security systems do not offer.

Another solution is raised by Andrew Rettenmaier and Thomas R. Saving of the National Center for Policy Analysis. They create a scenario where we suppose Social Security and Medicare were ended tomorrow — collecting no more payroll taxes and allowing no more accrual of benefits. How much would be owed to current retirees and workers in benefits they have already earned? An estimated $9.5 trillion is owed to current retirees — an amount equal to almost $250,000 per person 65 years of age and older in 2008. Adding the liability owed to those nearing retirement (55 and older) more than doubles the accrued debt to $20.6 trillion. Adding the benefits accrued by younger workers brings the total to as much as $52 trillion. Since this amount has not been set aside, funding accrued benefits by themselves will require an amount equal to 54 percent of federal income taxes, for the next 100 years (by the end of the 100 year period, all the workers who have accrued benefits will have died). Fortunately, there is an alternative, say Rettenmaier and Saving. Social Security and Medicare can be reformed so that each worker saves and invests funds for his own post-retirement pension and health care benefits. The burden for the current generation of workers would be substantial: saving for their own benefits while at the same time paying taxes to fund the benefits of current retirees. However, over time, Social Security and Medicare would be transformed from pay-as-you-go programs in which each generation is dependent on the next generation of workers/taxpayers into funded programs in which each generation pays its own way.

That’s social security. Do nothing and entitlements to the elderly will dominate the federal budget and become an untenable obligation. Most agree something has to be done, but few are in agreement behind one solution. The result is an unhappy status quo that marches closer and closer toward collapse.
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Questions for Thought

Should the Social Security system be changed to give younger workers the option of diverting part of their tax money into private investment accounts? Or would such a change be too risky?

Do you think that it is the government's duty to provide for the elderly, or should it be up to individuals to prepare for their own retirement?

Before Social Security was created to provide income for retired Americans, how do you think the elderly supported themselves?

How has the role of families in providing and caring for elderly relations changed since the 19th and early 20th centuries? 

Do you agree or disagree with proposals to fund Social Security through private investment accounts?

Topic Questions

Are health savings accounts the solution to Social Security woes?

Can Social Security be rescued?

Which is a more immediate concern: Social Security or Medicare?

Further Reading

The official government-run website on social security is here: http://www.ssa.gov/ 

The Project on Social Security Choice maintains a site with some interesting and informative articles here: http://www.socialsecurity.org/ 

Check out AARP on social security and become the youngest person to frequent the website: http://www.aarp.org/money/social_security/ 

Wikipedia on social security: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_Security_(United_States) 

Wikipedia on Medicare: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medicare_(United_States) 

Tax Credit for New Home Buyers

· Gold Folder Created: January 2009

"Everyone says buying your first apartment makes you feel like an adult. What no one mentions is that selling it turns you right back into a child." 

~ Anderson Cooper, TV anchor and journalist. 

"If you don't have integrity, you have nothing. You can't buy it. You can have all the money in the world, but if you are not a moral and ethical person, you really have nothing." 

~ Henry Kravis, investment advisor. 

“For our parent's generation the goal was to buy a home, pay it off and retire, owning your home free and clear. Now, most people's goal is to buy a home that you can afford, live in it for a while until it appreciates, then buy something more expensive, live in it for a while and wait for it to appreciate, and so on. Then finally sell and buy something smaller free and clear for retirement. People look at their homes as a tool, a vehicle, an investment.” 

~ Michael Simmons, author and journalist. 

To buy a first home 
After the bursting bubble 

Is it rational? 

In mid-2007, the domestic housing market XE "housing market" , whose success had fueled economic growth for several years, began to struggle. Although some economists like Robert Shiller had predicted the collapse for a while, in 2007 the average American felt the impact of the bursting bubble.1 In December of that year, the economy officially entered a recession XE "recession" . Economic conditions worsened drastically the following year, when many of the nation's largest financial institutions XE "financial institutions" , which had invested heavily in real estate, lost billions of dollars. The economic engine that had led many experts to hail the strength of the U.S. economy had collapsed, and many analysts feared that the country might fall into a sustained economic crisis similar to the Great Depression XE "Great Depression" --an economic downturn that lasted throughout the 1930s.2 

In early 2009, in an effort to minimize the damage to the economy and stimulate the housing market, Congress passed an income tax credit XE "income tax credit"  of up to $8,000 for first-time home buyers XE "first-time home buyers" . It was hoped that the measure would stimulate the housing market and boost the value of banks' real estate investments XE "real estate investments" . In the months following the implementation of the tax credit, the housing market recovered slightly, with home sales increasing for the first time since the recession. Advocates of the home buyer program credited it with that increase, and cited it as a crucial factor in an incipient economic recovery. Opponents of the policy say that other factors can be given credit for the increase in first time home purchases.3 

The credit has been likened by many observers to the government's Car Allowance Rebate System (CARS) XE "Car Allowance Rebate System (CARS)" --better known as "Cash for Clunkers XE "Cash for Clunkers" ." That program allowed people buying new cars to trade in their old ones and receive a government rebate of up to $4,500 toward the cost of a new vehicle, provided that the new car was more fuel-efficient than the old one. Cash for Clunkers was extremely popular with potential car buyers, and exhausted its initial funding within a week.4 It was, however, opposed by critics who argued that the government ought not be spending so much money, even in a recession, and that the program hurt private charities that perform similar functions.5 

President Barack Obama signed an extension to the tax credit in November, 2009. Unfortunately, writes David Wilson of Bloomberg News, this move failed to inspire confidence in potential home buyers. The National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) XE "National Association of Home Builders (NAHB)" /Wells Fargo Housing Market Index and a Standard & Poor’s XE "Standard & Poor’s"  index of homebuilding shares dropped after Obama signed the legislation on November 6. The chart tracks these indicators since 2000. Homebuyers received another five months, until April 30, to take advantage of the government’s $8,000 credit. They also became eligible for an additional $6,500 credit if they owned their previous residence for at least five years. The NAHB/Wells Fargo index, an indicator of builders’ confidence, fell to 16 in December from 17 in November. None of the 47 economists in a Bloomberg News survey expected the decline!6 

Supporters of the tax credit argue that, because the collapse of the housing market was a major cause of the current economic crisis, the economy will not be able to recover until the real estate industry has fully rebounded. Defenders of the program argue that the plan has led to the purchase of as many as 400,000 homes, and renewing it will lead to many more purchases.7 

Critics, however, argue that the program is not worth the money. The tax credit has cost taxpayers $15 billion--far more than had been predicted. And critics say that Americans participating in the program would have been able to afford to buy homes anyway. With the tax credit, lower-income renters are essentially subsidizing XE "subsidizing"  home purchases by wealthier Americans. Additionally, critics say, the credit has not necessarily prompted new home sales; it has only caused people who were going to purchase homes in the next few years to instead do so now.8 

There have been many instances when a country's economic growth has been fueled by a speculative bubble. In those cases, investors grow excited over the expectation that certain assets will continually increase in value. Those investors will purchase those assets for prices they know are excessively high, assuming that they will be able to sell the assets at an even higher price in the near future. One of the most notable examples of a speculative bubble was a tulip craze XE "tulip craze"  in the Netherlands in the mid-1600s, in which the value of tulips skyrocketed and eventually fell drastically. More recently, investors fueled a rise in comic book prices in the U.S. in the early 1990s, wherein certain comic books soared in value even though they were readily available. When the comic book bubble burst XE "bubble burst"  in the mid-1990s, a majority of comic book stores in the U.S. were forced to close, and industry giant Marvel Comics was forced to declare bankruptcy.9 

A similar, but much larger, bubble fueled the growth of the entire U.S. economy in the late 1990s, as investors poured billions of dollars into the stock market XE "stock market" , betting that Internet-related companies--many of which were not yet profitable--would rise in value. When it became apparent that those companies were overvalued, the stock market plunged dramatically, and, in 2001, the U.S. economy fell into a recession. The 9/11 attacks XE "9/11 attacks"  piled on and further weakened the economy. The 2001 recession turned out to be relatively brief, however. By the end of the year, economic indicators showed that the economy had begun to recover. The Federal Reserve XE "Federal Reserve"  (more commonly known as the Fed)--the U.S. central bank XE "central bank" --played a crucial role in that recovery, lowering interest rates XE "interest rates"  significantly. The Fed influences the rates that banks charge each other for loans. When those rates are low--as they have been for most of the past decade--it is easier for banks and other lending institutions XE "lending institutions"  to make loans to each other and to the public.10 

The low interest rates of recent years led to a marked increase in lending. Home loans XE "Home loans" , in particular, became extremely easy to obtain, even for borrowers with poor credit XE "credit"  -- the so-called subprime borrowers XE "subprime borrowers" . Because purchasing a home became so easy, housing sales skyrocketed. In 2003, for example, sales of new homes grew to more than 100,000 during some months--almost twice as many per month as in the previous decade.11 

With the boom in home sales, housing prices skyrocketed as well. Not everyone was optimistic. Some economists noted that there were signs that the housing boom was, in fact, a speculative bubble XE "speculative bubble" , as the boom in tulips, comic books and Internet stocks had been. Economic growth was not strong enough to warrant the prices that people were willing to pay for new homes. For example personal income was stagnating for all but the wealthiest Americans; increased consumer spending XE "consumer spending"  on a variety of products, including houses, was being financed by debt. Many analysts, however, defended the high housing prices, arguing that U.S. property values were likely to never stop growing. Even if Americans were not making more money, those experts said, the value of their homes was increasing. Additionally, the housing boom had driven the stock market to new highs. 12 

Many analysts claimed that, just as many middle-class Americans owned homes that kept growing in value, they also owned stocks whose value kept increasing, so that even if their wages were not going up, they were still economically better off. The housing boom was also fueled in large part by the growth of major banks, which had made complicated investments XE "investments" , betting that home prices would continually rise, and that bundles of mortgages that they had purchased would grow in value. In mid-2007, housing sales began to fall. Many subprime borrowers, who had purchased adjustable-rate mortgages (ARMs) XE "adjustable-rate mortgages (ARMs)" --starting out with low introductory interest rates which grew substantially over time--began to default XE "default"  on their mortgages. Many homes went into foreclosure. As foreclosures accelerated and the demand for new homes fell, property values decreased and real estate investors lost a great deal of money.13 

In September 2008, the investment bank Lehman Brothers XE "Lehman Brothers" , one of the largest in the world, went bankrupt XE "bankrupt" . Lehman's collapse sent ripples throughout the global banking system, ultimately having a disastrous effect on the world's economy. Within weeks, many other large banks were teetering on the brink of collapse, largely as a result of their role in creating and maintaining the housing boom. In October 2008, Congress authorized an economic rescue plan, known as the Troubled Asset Relief Program XE "Troubled Asset Relief Program" , amounting to about $700 billion. The plan was designed to lift the burden of bad mortgages from banks. Indeed, pools of mortgages the banks had traded at the height of the housing boom were now worth far less than the banks paid for them, leaving those banks' balance sheets XE "balance sheets"  showing heavy losses.14 

As the economy spiraled further into recession, housing sales continued to fall. In November 2008, as the turmoil worsened, only 27,000 homes were sold, less than a third of the number of sales recorded in November 2003.15 

Shortly after taking the Oath of Office, President Obama began promoting a large economic stimulus XE "economic stimulus"  package to help minimize job losses and create jobs for the unemployed. The stimulus bill faced heavy opposition from the minority party which argued that Obama's proposal was too expensive and would add too much to the federal budget deficit. Defenders of the stimulus retorted that only by spending large amounts of money--at the cost of running major budget deficits--would the government be able to minimize the effects of the recession XE "recession" .16 

The final stimulus bill included the first-time home buyer tax credit. In July 2008, Congress had approved an interest-free loan of $7,500 for first-time home buyers (think of it as a subsidized college loan, except for home buying). The 2009 provision, however, did not require buyers to repay any money.17 

The first-time home buyer tax credit equals 10% of the price of the home and is capped at $8,000. Individuals purchasing a home for $80,000 or more would be eligible for the maximum $8,000 credit. The credit is explicitly aimed at people buying a home for the first time. A list of answers to frequently asked questions (FAQ) about the credit states that the law defines a first-time home buyer as "a buyer who has not owned a principal residence during the three-year period prior to the purchase. For married taxpayers, the law tests the home ownership history of both the homebuyer and his/her spouse." The FAQ also states that "[a]ny home that will be used as a principal residence will qualify for the credit," including "single-family detached homes, attached homes like townhouses and condominiums, manufactured homes (also known as mobile homes) and houseboats." Homes newly constructed by the buyer, or by a contractor on behalf of a particular buyer, are also eligible for the credit.18 

Initially, the credit would have been capped at $15,000, and would have been open to all home buyers. The maximum credit was ultimately lowered to $8,000, however, and it was restricted only to first-time home buyers to limit the type of real estate speculation XE "speculation"  that was widely regarded as having caused the financial crisis. The credit imposes income limits on buyers; the credit is not available to single home buyers earning more than $95,000 annually or married couples earning more than $170,000 annually. Homes purchased from ancestors (parents or grandparents) or descendants (children or grandchildren) are not covered by the credit.19 

Home buyers may claim the tax credit on their federal income tax return XE "federal income tax return" . A tax credit differs from a tax deduction in that a credit is, according to the program's FAQ, "a dollar-for-dollar reduction in what the taxpayer owes. That means that a taxpayer who owes $8,000 in income taxes and who receives an $8,000 tax credit would owe nothing to the IRS." The credit is also "refundable XE "refundable" ," which means that it can be claimed even if the taxpayer has, according to the FAQ, "little or no federal income tax liability to offset." In such cases, the government would send the home buyer a check. (A tax deduction XE "tax deduction" , by contrast, is something that lessens the amount of taxable income XE "taxable income" ; while a tax deduction reduces the amount of money a taxpayer owes, a credit may actually boost its recipient's income.)20 

Some analysts have quickly declared the tax credit a success. Beginning in February 2009, the month the credit was passed, home sales rose for five straight months, marking the first significant increase in home sales since mid-2007, when the subprime housing crisis began to develop. Experts estimate that between 350,000 and 400,000 homes have been sold thanks to the tax credit.21 

The home buyer tax credit has been strongly supported by the real estate industry and potential home buyers who claim that, because the current recession originated in the housing sector, a recovery XE "recovery"  can only be mounted by strengthening the real estate market. Jerry Howard, president of the industry group the National Association of Homebuilders, has said, "[w]e believe you can't effectively stimulate the economy until you find a way to stop the downward movement XE "downward movement"  of home values."22 

Advocates of the tax credit argue that the housing industry might collapse again without it. Indeed, they note, about one in three homes sold in August was sold to a first-time buyer. Without the tax credit, supporters say, many of those buyers would have waited to purchase a home. If the housing market begins to fall again, supporters say, the rest of the economy will follow. Lawrence Yun of the industry trade group the National Association of Realtors argues that the tax credit is "having an impact in lifting sales and reducing inventory XE "inventory" , which will help stabilize home prices.... Stabilizing home prices is the key to economic recovery, because that means bank balance sheets will not bleed and consumer confidence will improve."23 

The tax credit has provided many people with a chance to own a home, something they would not have been able to do otherwise, according to Chassity Myers who took advantage of the program with her husband. They told the New York Times that "[o]wning something is the American family dream." The Times described the Myers's new home as "a monument to the government's generosity." Arguing that such generosity also helps the economy, Myers told the paper, "We did exactly what the government wanted us to do.... We stimulated the economy."24 

I am sure Ms. Myers is thanking all taxpayers when she references the "government's generosity." 

Supporters argue that promoting home sales helps other industries as well, creating a ripple effect XE "ripple effect"  that will benefit the entire economy. Real estate journalist Kenneth Harney notes for the Washington Post that, in addition to bolstering home sales, the tax credit will boost sales of "furnishings, appliances, lawn mowers, landscaping and renovation materials, plus moving expenses." Describing the view of many housing groups, he continues: "If you accept the numbers...this means the housing credit provides a powerful, immediate stimulus bang for the buck."25 

But at what cost? Rolfe Winkler writes for Reuters that according to the September, 2009 home sales report, the National Association of Realtors (NAR) XE "National Association of Realtors (NAR)"  estimates that 1.8 million to 2.0 million first-time buyers will take advantage of the $8,000 first-time home buyer tax credit. At the high end, that’s $16 billion to fund the tax credit. How many of those sales wouldn’t have happened if not for the tax credit? NAR estimates 350,000. Assuming four-fifths of those homes were sold by realtors at a 5% fee, and that the average home price is $150,000, then the tax credit has put $2.6 billion in the pockets of brokers.26 

Supporters argue that, despite claims by critics that the tax credit will cost the government too much money, the plan is not really that expensive. They note that the government has spent trillions of dollars battling the recession in recent months; $16 billion, targeted specifically at the industry that has been most damaging to the economy, is a price well worth it. Lucien Salvant, a spokesman for the National Association of Realtors, argues that critics who claim the credit is too expensive are "penny wise, pound foolish."27 

Important to note, however, that Salvant represents an industry that, according to Winkler, made $2.6 billion from the tax credit. 

Mark Zandi, an economist for the financial analysis group Moody's, argues that the credit is "a relatively cheap way to keep sales strong through the middle of next year when the job market will hopefully improve." Zandi agrees with many critics who note that, rather than prompting new home sales, the tax credit has merely encouraged people who would have purchased a home later to do so now. According to those critics, home sales will weaken in the coming year as a result of all the 2009 sales that would have been put off if not for the credit. However, Zandi says, that is all the more reason for the credit to be extended. The next few years could be perilous economically, he says, and housing sales should be bolstered until the economy has mounted a sustained recovery.28 

Opponents of the home buyer tax credit argue that the government has been spending far too much money under the auspices of recession defense, even without the credit. Critics also note that people who can truly afford to buy a home should not need government assistance; according to a story by United Press International (UPI), opponents deride the bill as "a $15 billion giveaway to people who would have bought a home, anyway, given how home prices have tumbled in the past two years." Economists point out that the recent rise in home sales might not be solely attributed to the tax credit; rather, they say, home prices had finally fallen from their extreme highs to levels where people could actually afford to buy new homes.29 

Another argument levied is that the tax credit is especially unfair to renters, many of whom have to watch their tax dollars go toward helping others fulfill a dream that they cannot realize themselves. Indeed, they say, it is renters, who tend to have less money and often struggle to make each month's rent, who deserve the government's assistance. When the government finances new home purchases with taxpayer money, critics say, renters are essentially subsidizing the new home purchases of home buyers. Washington Post blogger Ezra Klein argues that "[t]he economics and emotional rewards of owning a house XE "owning a house"  are compelling enough without the mortgage deduction. If you want to give low-income homebuyers additional help, that would make a lot of sense.... But giving it to everyone who buys a home of any size is simply a regressive attack on renters." Indeed, Klein says that he himself intends to take advantage of the credit, noting that, because he has a good job and received money from his family to purchase a house, he will likely receive a good mortgage rate anyway. He notes, "The government is in effect giving me a cash reward for being pretty well-off."30 

Opponents assert that, rather than encouraging people to buy homes who would not have done so otherwise, the tax credit has merely prompted those individuals to purchase property sooner rather than later. Therefore, critics argue, there will be a slump in housing prices in the coming months, as it becomes clear that most individuals interested in purchasing a home have already done so. A Washington Post editorial argues that "the housing credit does not magically generate demand. It moves demand around--from the future to the present, and from other consumers, and other sectors, to homebuyers and homes." The Post editorial also complains about the price of the tax credit. Likening the credit to the Cash for Clunkers program, the paper notes: "These 'results' don't come for free. Cash for Clunkers added $4 billion to the federal deficit" and the housing tax credit is on track to add more than $15 billion.31 

Other critics argue that, although the current economic crisis originated within the housing sector, the recession has grown to the point where no single industry can be seen as the key to ending the economic turmoil. Many experts argue that the housing market will not truly recover until after the rest of the economy does; spending money trying to force that to happen is a waste of money, they say. Bob Williams of the Tax Policy Center, a group that provides analysis to politicians and journalists on budgetary matters, argues, "[a]s long as people are uncertain about what markets are going to do, this won't help much.... It's not enough to change that."32 

Because many analysts have attributed the increase in home sales to lower prices, they note that, even if sales continue to rise, prices are unlikely to increase for some time. The increased sales numbers, then, would not help raise the value of banks' so-called troubled assets, which according to those analysts is what is required to return the banks to true profitability. Critics charge that the government's other efforts to rescue the economy are far likelier to succeed than the home buyer tax credit. The Washington Post has opined: "With hundreds of billions of dollars in support from the Fed, the Treasury XE "Treasury"  and the [Federal Housing Administration XE "Federal Housing Administration" ] still in place, the housing market can survive without [the tax credit]. Indeed, the looming problem for the U.S. economy is how to wean housing off its dependence on federal backing. That job will be hard enough without adding yet another not-so-temporary subsidy to the list."33 

Other skeptics argue that $8,000 for home buyers is less money than it sounds. Finance author and columnist Beth Kobliner notes that the credit "[s]ounds really good, but when you think about it, it's really only enough to cover maybe the closing costs, maybe a chunk of your down payment, a small chunk of that down payment." Kobliner also notes that many first-time home buyers are rushing to take advantage of the tax credit because they see owning a home as a solid long-term investment. The housing crisis, she notes, proved that notion might be a mistake. She notes, "Previous generations always thought, 'Oh, home values always go up.' But we know that's not the case, and you can't assume that you'll be able to sell that home for a profit in the next few years. So looking at it as an investment is a mistake."34 

Speculation abounds as to the overall future of the housing market. Alan Zibel writes for the Washington Post that "[a]fter a long period in which it was clear that housing was headed in one direction--down--some still doubt the market is truly in recovery mode. Optimists say the bottom was reached earlier this year, but pessimists say there are simply too many foreclosed properties that have yet to be dumped on the market."35 

Many realtors and bankers have noted a last-minute rush to cash in on the credit before it expires. Brad Cohen of the mortgage company Mason Dixon Funding told UPI that "[e]veryone coming through the door is talking about this tax credit. They know exactly what it is and when it expires, and they're rushing."36 

Some experts, meanwhile, have indicated that the housing sector might have already bottomed out. Stuart Hoffman, the chief economist for the PNC Financial Services Group, told the New York Times, "I would definitely characterize it as a slow recovery in housing out of a very deep hole.... We've gone from the sub-basement to the basement, and maybe we're going to get to the ground floor on housing by next spring. At least I think the process has begun."37 
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Questions for Thought 

· How have housing prices near you fared recently? Are you optimistic that now is a good time to purchase? 

· Would a rebounding housing market help out our ailing economy? If so, is a tax credit for new home buyers the best way to revive the market? 

· Should the home buyer tax credit be extended to apply to all people? Would that prompt speculation in housing investments? 

· Do you think first time home buyers should have access to the tax credit before those who have already bought real estate? 

· What do you think will happen to the housing industry if Congress does not extend the home buyer tax credit? 

· Can you explain the housing market collapse to someone who has never heard of it before? How would you do so? What would you emphasize? What other economic events would you compare it to? 

Further Reading 

Check out the National Association of Realtor's Real Estate Sales Statistics webpage: http://www.realtor.org/research/research/ehspage 

Read up on the debate over Keynesian economics here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keynesian_economics 

Curious about the technicalities of the tax credit? The National Association of Home Builders has a good explanation in its FAQ: http://www.federalhousingtaxcredit.com/faq1.php 
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Tabloid Journalism and the 24-Hour News Cycle

· Gold Folder Created: August 2009

 “He who lives by demagoguery shall die by tabloid poisoning.” ~Joe Rogaly, Financial Times journalist

“People who read the tabloids deserve to be lied to.” ~Jerry Seinfeld, comedian

“Unfortunately, the witch hunt continues and tomorrow's article is nothing short of tabloid journalism, ... I will simply restate what I have said many times: I have never taken performance-enhancing drugs.” ~Lance Armstrong, professional cyclist

"My ex-wife did three or four articles about me in a tabloid newspaper which was very sad." ~Graham Thorpe, British cricket player

In June 2009, the progressive media-watchdog group Project Censored published its 25th annual list of the top 10 "junk food news" stories from the past year. The report, entitled "Infotainment XE "Infotainment"  Society: Junk Food News and News Abuse from 2008/2009," highlighted the most "trivial and absurd" stories that the mainstream media had passed off as news between March 2008 and March 2009. The list comprised celebrity gossip XE "celebrity gossip"  (such as pop singer Jessica Simpson's battle with her weight), sports scandals XE "sports scandals"  (Olympic swimmer Michael Phelps being photographed smoking marijuana) and inconsequential political news (the fashion choices of First Lady Michelle Obama). "Topics and in-depth reports that matter little to anyone in any meaningful way are given incredible amounts of media coverage," the report asserts, in a passage that goes a long way toward defining what "infotainment" is.
 

The rise of infotainment in the U.S. media has arguably been accelerated by the ascendancy of cable news, with all the attendant editorial pressures XE "editorial pressures"  of a 24-hour news cycle. Cable XE "24-hour news cycle. Cable"  news channels such as CNN, MSNBC and Fox News Channel, in their struggle to fill airtime and grab ratings, will often spend hours – or even days – covering stories that many would consider trivial but which they think viewers care about, from the homelife of "octomom" Nadya Suleman and her 14 children to the death of pop singer Michael Jackson. They often present the stories using sophisticated graphics that hold viewers' attention. Such "bells and whistles" were used most frequently during the 2008 presidential election and included a three-dimensional map of the U.S. – and a model of the Capitol building – that rose from specially engineered tables and desks, and even "holograms" that made it seem as if correspondents or celebrities from across the country were actually in the studio conversing with a program's host. Network television XE "Network television"  news broadcasts are also widely lambasted for providing more infotainment than hard news. But is the broadcast media obligated to inform the public of important events? Or should it focus on providing entertaining stories that people want to see?

On June 1, 1980, Cable News Network (CNN XE "CNN" ) debuted in 1.7 million U.S. homes. The brainchild of media mogul Ted Turner – who invested $20 million of his own money to launch the network – CNN was, at the time, widely viewed as a radical experiment in television journalism. Many observers questioned whether there was a need for a 24-hour news channel. Indeed, many wondered if there were even enough newsworthy events to sustain such a venture: What would CNN reporters do on a slow news day? Turner's gamble seemed to pay off, however. CNN's audience grew slowly but steadily for several years after its debut. Today, it is said to reach nearly 100 million U.S. homes, and 1 billion people worldwide. Media critics noted that Americans seemed to want a 24-hour news source. They observed that CNN's audience usually peaked whenever especially noteworthy events occurred.

One such event that took place early in CNN's history was the disintegration of the Challenger space shuttle shortly after takeoff in January 1986. The Shuttle accident killed all seven astronauts on board, including Christa McAuliffe, a New Hampshire high school teacher who had been selected by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) XE "National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)"  to be the "First Teacher in Space." CNN was one of the few television networks to have been broadcasting Challenger's liftoff live; all of the non-cable channels relied on taped footage of the tragedy. Consequently, that day CNN drew the most viewers in its short history.

CNN fully entered the public consciousness five years later, when the U.S. launched the Persian Gulf War. The 24-hour cable news network was the only channel to provide continuous live audio coverage from inside Baghdad, Iraq, as U.S. planes conducted bombing raids there. Reporter and anchorman Bernard Shaw, who had been with CNN since its inception, became famous for reporting live from Baghdad as the bombs fell. During one broadcast, Shaw memorably described the experience as feeling "like we're in the center of hell." Media critics widely praised CNN for its continuous, in-depth coverage of the brief war. Bill Carter wrote for the New York Times that the idea that the "Big Three XE "Big Three" " broadcast networks (ABC, CBS and NBC) were the unquestioned leaders in television news had been "damaged by Cable News Network's early dominance of the coverage.... At one point tonight, [ABC] was running a commercial for a deodorant while CNN reporters were describing live a sortie by American planes flying above their hotel in Baghdad." Carter further noted that then Defense Secretary Dick Cheney said he relied on CNN to keep him updated on the latest developments from Baghdad throughout the war.

Since then, CNN has typically seen huge spikes in its ratings during news events that prove conducive to 24-hour coverage. Such events are often catastrophic in nature, including the 1995 terrorist bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia; and Hurricane Katrina. Audiences also turned to CNN for blanket coverage of stories with high viewer appeal, including the eight-month-long murder trial of former football star O. J. Simpson in 1995 and the scandalous relationship between White House intern Monica Lewinsky and President Bill Clinton that came to light in 1998.

Some observers, however, have criticized cable news for allegedly relying on infotainment to fill time and earn easy ratings XE "ratings" . Such infotainment stories differ from hard news in that they do not really matter to most Americans, critics say. Information about the troubled U.S. economy, global warming, the U.S.-led war in Iraq—all are examples of hard news, observers say. However, cable news too often presents stories that are mere fluff, those critics maintain. Such stories include news about celebrities, routine weather events (such as snowstorms, which often receive saturation coverage) and ordinary people doing strange things (such as the infamous "Runaway Bride" story from 2005).

Over the last few years, media critics say, MSNBC XE "MSNBC"  and Fox News Channel XE "Fox News Channel"  have garnered high ratings by showing a disproportionate amount of infotainment. In turn, "as its ratings have declined, CNN has devoted more of its broadcast day to entertainment, commentary and soft news XE "soft news" ," writes media critic Michael Massing. (In March 2009, both Fox News Channel and MSNBC earned higher ratings than CNN, the first time that had ever happened.) Media critics singled out CNN's coverage of the 2007 death of Anna Nicole Smith as perhaps the nadir of the infotainment trend. After Smith, a former model and reality-television star, was found dead at the age of 39, CNN devoted days of coverage to the story. At one point, the network stayed on the air for two consecutive hours without a commercial interruption; before then, the last time CNN had remained commercial-free for that long was September 11, 2001.

Media critics also point to personality-driven commentary shows as a source of infotainment on cable news networks. On those shows, hosts give their opinions about the day's news, often from a blatantly partisan perspective. Fox News Channel is perhaps the most infamous purveyor of such commentary shows; Fox programs such as The O'Reilly Factor XE "O'Reilly Factor" , Glenn Beck XE "Glenn Beck"  and Hannity XE "Hannity"  all feature hosts known for their conservative views. Meanwhile, MSNBC has cast itself as the liberal alternative to Fox, with shows such as The Rachel Maddow Show XE "The Rachel Maddow Show"  and Countdown with Keith Olbermann XE "Keith Olbermann" .

Analysts continue to assert that the infotainment trend has gotten out of hand. They assert that network programmers should remember that their job is to inform, not necessarily to entertain. Defenders, meanwhile, insist that there is nothing wrong with celebrity news and gossip; after all, such news typically results in the highest ratings – and the maximum advertising XE "advertising"  dollars – for cable news channels. Increasingly, however, media critics maintain that the line between entertainment and news has been blurred, and there are few signs indicating a reversal of that trend any time soon. Indeed, those media critics maintain that the onus is on U.S. news consumers, fed up with infotainment, to stand up and reject cable news outlets that broadcast infotainment. If they do not take that stand, critics warn, the result could be a society that ends up "amusing itself to death," to paraphrase the title of an influential book by media critic Neil Postman.

Supporters of the 24-hour news cycle hail it as a necessary evolution in the way current events are covered. Around-the-clock coverage, they note, allows viewers to access the news at any time, replacing reliance on morning newspapers XE "newspapers"  or evening network news for information. "CNN helped change our viewing habits. News used to happen at 6:30 in the evening. It came on at a certain time and was served much like dinner," notes Paul Mason, an executive producer at ABC Network News who used to be a professor of broadcast journalism at the University of California at Berkeley. "Now we can snack on it any time of the day. We don't have to wait for an appointment."

In addition to providing easy access to news coverage, supporters note, the 24-hour news cycle allows viewers to receive an update on current events in as little as 10 minutes, replacing the lengthy format of some network news programs. "We will give you all the news whenever you want it, and in a very short space of time," points out Michael Jeremy, director of development for Britain's 24-hour Independent Television News (ITN). With increased exposure to major political, economic and social events, proponents note, people feel more inclined to interpret a news story on their own, instead of relying on someone else's analysis. Due to the largely unfiltered, around-the-clock presentation of news by all-news networks, they contend, viewers can come to their own conclusions about public policies and current events. "With this level of information has come a certitude about political opinions. Where once voters were inclined to subordinate their own views to those of wiser heads, they now feel capable of analyzing public policies themselves," notes Dick Morris, a former political consultant to Clinton.

The spread of 24-hour news coverage, supporters point out, has also enabled reporters and television cameras to gain regular access to high-profile places, such as the White House. Ari Fleischer, former press secretary for President Bush, said, "While live TV can lead to a lot of pressure in the briefing room, it also allows the American people to see things directly for themselves and form their own judgments." The nature of modern military conflicts is also changed by the presence of the 24-hour news cycle, proponents assert, as it allows combat troops to view their adversaries through the lens of the media before a conflict begins. At the same time, they say, a potentially overmatched enemy can size up its chances of victory before hostilities begin. Citing the Gulf war of 1991, then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of staff Colin Powell (under President George H.W. Bush) reflected that “[o]ne-hundred and seventy capitals around the world were watching in real time, every foreign minister, every president, every defense minister, all the people in those countries are watching, and also your enemy is watching. And then finally, because of the power of the information and technology revolutions, the troops who are actually going to do the fighting are also watching. It fundamentally changed the way that we managed a conflict.”

The devaluation of news is nothing new. The word "tabloid XE "tabloid" " has come to refer to a journalistic style, defined by stories that focus heavily on the lives of celebrities, particularly celebrities who have fallen from grace; stories that emphasize local news – including crime reports, tragic accidents (such as car crashes) and stories about fires; over national and world news, stories about scandals, outrages and atrocities–a type of reporting often described as "sensationalism XE "sensationalism" " because it appeals directly to readers' emotions and/or an informal, conversational tone to stories and headlines that occasionally lapses into subjective, rather than objective, reporting in which, for example, criminals are often referred to as "thugs."

The most prominent tabloid-style daily papers in the U.S. are the New York Daily News and the New York Post, but observers say that the influence of tabloid reporting is being felt across the country. Many critics of tabloid journalism describe that phenomenon as the "tabloidization" of mainstream journalism. Today, one can see elements of tabloid journalism in most mainstream daily papers, including the normally staid and traditional broadsheets, observers say. The influence is especially evident in local television news broadcasts, which are virtually the audiovisual equivalents of tabloid papers. But is the "tabloidization" of U.S. journalism necessarily a bad thing? Critics of tabloid journalism say that mainstream media outlets tend to focus on stories that have little direct effect on people's lives. Tabloid-style journalism, with its emphasis on scandal and celebrity, does little to inform Americans about significant events in the nation and the world at large, opponents argue. Critics maintain that media outlets are cynically emphasizing tabloid-style stories in order to attract more readers or viewers. That, however, is a betrayal of the bedrock journalistic ideal of presenting essential information in a factual, impartial and straightforward manner, critics argue. Defenders of tabloid journalism, meanwhile, maintain that such reporting has always been part of the fabric of American journalism, and, despite the howling of critics, will likely stay that way for years to come. It is possible, proponents argue, to strike a balance between tabloid-style reporting and more serious news stories; most media outlets in the U.S. manage to do just that. Defenders further contend that various studies suggest that readers of tabloid-style newspapers are just as well-informed about national and world events as readers of ostensibly more serious-minded broadsheet papers.

Critics of tabloid journalism say that the line between serious news reporting and tabloid-style reporting is becoming dangerously blurred. Democratic societies depend on a well-informed citizenry in order to function effectively, opponents maintain. If journalists in the U.S. continue to focus on celebrity gossip and sensational crime stories rather than on important local, national and world events, the health of American democracy is endangered, critics argue. The less that people know about matters of genuine importance, opponents contend, the less qualified they are to make thoughtful decisions in elections.

Critics assert that far too much time and ink is wasted on trivial matters. Media critic Jake Halpern notes that on October 1, 2007, CNN covered Britney Spears three times as much as it covered the U.S.-led war in Iraq. Spears received 37 times more coverage than the ongoing humanitarian crisis in the African region of Darfur, Halpern adds. Opponents maintain that every time a celebrity-related story is published or broadcast, one fewer "serious" news story will see the light of day.

Indeed, the rise of tabloid-style journalism has caused many news outlets to practice questionable news judgment, opponents insist. Critics allege that the media devote far too much time to relatively inconsequential matters, such as the 1996 murder of child beauty contestant JonBenet Ramsey and the 2005 disappearance of graduating high school student Natalee Holloway. Meanwhile, many less-sensational yet far more important stories – including the ongoing crime epidemic in many U.S. cities, the growing income gap, and even the Iraq war – are underreported in the media, opponents assert. By publishing stories on trivial matters, most mainstream media outlets are greatly underestimating the intelligence of American news consumers, critics contend. Bill Keller, the executive editor of the New York Times, argues that too often, publishers of "serious" newspapers feel that they must "dumb down" their content, "pandering to what they perceive as readers' taste for amusement rather than understanding" in order to compete financially in an increasingly cutthroat media market.

The "tabloidization" of journalism is especially abhorrent given the fact that there is ample evidence that readers actually want more serious news, opponents assert. A 2007 study of local television news broadcasts, conducted by the Project for Excellence in Journalism, found a "slim but statistically significant" positive correlation between ratings and the amount of airtime such programs devote to more serious stories. "Stories on public policy beat out stories on celebrities, and stories about health issues did better than stories on crime," notes Drake Bennett of the Boston Globe.

As further evidence that the public is getting tired of tabloid journalism, critics point to a story stemming from the 2003 arrest of basketball star Kobe Bryant in Colorado. Unlike the vast majority of media outlets, the Aspen Daily News, a local paper in Colorado, chose not to report on the daily proceedings of Bryant's sexual-assault trial. "There is no reason to keep running these stories," said Ben Gagnon, an editor at the paper. "There's not a lot of value in them.... Maybe we should fill that hole with something else that is, you know, more newsworthy." Gagnon said that reader response to the Daily News's refusal to cover the trial in detail was extremely positive; the paper received hundreds of letters of support from all over the country, he said. Bryant eventually settled with his accuser out of court.

Nevertheless, opponents say, many media outlets have continued to cover less-serious matters such as celebrity news and local crime reports because such stories not only are cheap and easy to produce but also typically attract a wide readership or audience. However, those are terrible reasons to run a story, critics assert. Opponents argue that, when it comes to news judgment, media outlets should rely less on cynical gambits designed to increase their newsstand sales or television ratings, and more on thinking about what types of stories are actually newsworthy. Defenders of tabloid journalism claim that critics make far too big a deal of the supposedly harmful effect of tabloid journalism on society. In fact, defenders note, tabloid journalism has existed for nearly as long as journalism itself, and American democracy has managed not to collapse. For example, media critics greeted the debut of the "penny papers" in the mid-19th century as a potentially ruinous development for American society – almost exactly what media critics of today say about the "tabloidization" of journalism, proponents contend. Such claims were not true then, and they are not true now, defenders assert. Supporters of tabloid journalism further maintain that the job of reporters is to report what happens in the world. It would have been irresponsible and unprofessional for journalists to ignore, for example, Bryant's 2003 arrest on sexual assault charges. "Kobe Bryant is big news," said Don Wycliff, the public editor of the Chicago Tribune. (Public editors, also known as ombudsmen, are employed by newspapers to monitor their content on behalf of readers.) "When a guy who has been promoted in the way that he has is accused of a crime like this, it's big news, and we've got to cover it. We've got to cover it extensively," Wycliff continued.

Indeed, many critics of tabloid journalism simply refuse to acknowledge that stories involving celebrities can be important, defenders say. Often, they insist, tabloid-style stories speak to extremely important issues relevant to the lives of many people in the U.S. Ted Koppel, the former anchor and managing editor of the nightly national television news program Nightline, says that his program's coverage of the Simpson trial was justified because it spoke to larger issues in society, including police corruption and racism. Critics of tabloid journalism typically fail to consider why, exactly, that style of reporting persists in the U.S., defenders say. However, there are deeply ingrained reasons why people care about things such as celebrity gossip, proponents contend. Scientists say that all sorts of animals tend to celebrate the dominant members of their species.
 For example, an experiment conducted by researchers at Duke University in Durham, N.C., found that, given the choice, most rhesus monkeys would willingly forgo eating in favor of looking at pictures of the dominant monkeys in their group. Human beings are no different, defenders say. Therefore, they argue, the American appetite for celebrity news and other tabloid-style journalism is neither good nor bad; it's simply programmed into each of us. Defenders also maintain that tabloid journalism's so-called sensationalistic focus on crime and celebrities is a worthwhile journalistic strategy. As a direct appeal to readers' emotions, sensationalism commands the attention of people from all walks of life, proponents assert. The broad appeal, punchy headlines and informal tone of most tabloid journalism may upset journalistic purists, but the population at large appreciates such features, advocates say. Henrik Örnebring and Anna Maria Jönsson – journalism professors at the University of Leicester in Britain and Göteborg University in Sweden, respectively – defended sensationalism in a 2004 article: “Today, with widespread concern about decreasing political participation and increasing political apathy, maybe emotional appeals are what is needed?... Sensationalism does not always need to be used as a cynical ploy to attract audience attention, because sometimes, facts are sensational.”

Defenders further assert that many devoted readers of tabloid-style newspapers are rewarded with a firm, wide-ranging and accurate sense of what is going on in the world. In 2005, the Project for Excellence in Journalism surveyed readers of supposedly serious broadsheet newspapers and readers of free, youth-oriented tabloid papers distributed in large metropolitan areas such as New York and Washington, D.C. The study found that, although the tabloid papers contained more celebrity gossip and crime stories than the broadsheets, tabloid readers had just as solid a grasp of important national and world news stories as the broadsheet readers did. Defenders say that the survey proved that papers can strike a balance between serious-minded reporting and tabloid-style journalism without harming news consumers as a whole.

Today's media consumer has information from many new sources. News has become gossip, passed on through twitter, blogs and 24-hour news.
 News consumers today are not facing a problem of what to believe as much as they have to collate and digest the vast amount of information they receive. Whatever you want to know about, you can learn in a few clicks. This has radically changed news and forces us to reexamine how we discover the events of the world around us.
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Questions for Thought

Should 24-hour news outlets focus more on "serious" news stories and less on entertaining viewers? Or should they focus on ratings and profits?

Is the increasingly blurred line between "tabloid-style" reporting and mainstream journalism a genuine cause for concern? Or are critics of tabloid journalism simply overreacting to a nonexistent problem?

Does 24-hour news coverage provide a valuable service to the public regarding current events? Or does media coverage around the clock lead to inaccuracies in reporting the news?

How often do you watch the news? What kind of content do you look for in a newscast?

Do you think cable news channels go too far in carrying stories about celebrities? 

Sample Topic Questions

Are 24-hour news services over-utilizing sensationalism to compete for viewers? 

Do today's newspapers fulfill their obligation to provide unbiased, relevant news?

Is tabloid journalism destroying our taste for real news?

Can King James win his first NBA title with The Diesel?

Further Research

Check out the Pew Research Center's Project for Excellence in Journalism for some great studies on the media's coverage of news events: http://www.journalism.org/research_and_analysis/Studies?page=1 

Wikipedia on tabloids: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tabloid 

Taxing Small Businesses
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“Small businesses are the backbone of job creation in South Carolina, but we're not maximizing our potential when we've got what's effectively the highest income tax rate in the Southeast holding us back.” 

~ Mark Sanford, Governor of South Carolina. 

“In our 21st Century economy, no American should be losing the option of earning interest on their own money simply because they own a small business.” 

~ Sue Kelly, (R-New York). 

“It is time that we take control and find a way to curtail the explosive costs of health care. Small businesses deserve a chance to channel these funds toward other needs, such as expanding and creating more jobs for the economy.” 

~ Christopher Bond, (R-Missouri). 

“When we consider that it is small business that drives the economy — to have that engine resting on the backs of millions of uninsured workers is a bad proposition for the U.S. economy." 

~ Peter Lee. 
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Auspices of one business 

Economic growth 

During the 2008 presidential race, Senator John McCain frequently assailed the proposals of his opponent, then-Senator Barack Obama, as potentially damaging to small businesses XE "small businesses" . In a televised debate between the two, McCain argued that Obama's proposed tax increases would force small business owners to cut jobs and slash salaries. Obama countered that most small business owners earned less than $250,000 a year, and repeatedly pledged lower taxes for anyone making less than that amount. Indeed, Obama said, it was paying for employees' health care that was truly damaging small businesses; reforming the U.S. health care XE "health care"  system would help those businesses far more than raising taxes on the wealthy would harm them, Obama insisted.1 

Small businesses are usually defined as businesses employing fewer than 500 people. They are frequently said to be the backbone of the U.S. economy. The Small Business Administration (SBA) XE "Small Business Administration (SBA)" , an independent government agency founded in 1953 to protect the interests of small businesses, states that "[t]he United States' 26.8 million small businesses provide economic opportunities to diverse groups of people and bring innovative products and services to the marketplace." Small businesses include retail stores of all varieties, service providers such as restaurants and barber shops, and assorted businesses ranging from coal mines to fisheries. According to the SBA, small businesses comprise 99.7% of all U.S. enterprises and employ about half of all private sector employees in the U.S.2 

Small businesses have begun to struggle in recent years, with some experts noting that they have contributed less to the overall U.S. economy than they used to.3 While many of the small business sector's woes are a result of the current recession XE "recession" , questions remain as to what role the government should play in fostering and protecting small businesses once the economy has recovered. 

The debate over how various policies advocated by Obama will affect small businesses has continued into his presidency. Indeed, critics argue that the president's taxing and spending policies will hurt small businesses. On paper, many owners of small companies make more money than employees of large firms. It's important to note that those individuals are not necessarily wealthy, however. Indeed small business owners have many expenses (i.e. employee's wages, building overhead, etc.) that employees do not have. Raising taxes on the wealthy, critics say, will therefore force many successful small business owners to cut costs, either by laying off XE "laying off"  workers or by folding entirely. 

How friendly to the small business sector is Obama's agenda? Are small companies as important to the U.S. economy as many say? Are Obama's tax policies going to decimate small businesses, or will his health care plan save that sector of the economy? 

Critics of Obama's policies argue that increasing taxes for the wealthy will harm small business owners. A large fraction of such owners who make more than $250,000 annually will be forced to scale back their operations if their taxes go up. Additionally, critics charge that the Obama administration has made other decisions that are hostile to small business; they note that the government turned down a request for help from CIT Group XE "CIT Group" , a struggling company that makes loans mostly to small businesses, while at the same time bailing out high profile banks like AIG XE "AIG"  and Bank of America XE "Bank of America" .4 

Defenders of the Obama administration's small business policies insist that it is the skyrocketing cost of health care-not the prospect of future tax hikes-that is causing small businesses to struggle. Because employers must pay high insurance premiums XE "insurance premiums"  for their employees' health care, when health insurers increase their costs, small businesses could be devastated, defenders argue. Only by reforming the country's health care system will the government be able to ensure the survival of small businesses. Additionally, any tax increases imposed by Obama would apply only to earnings after all business expenses have been deducted, ensuring that those hikes impact the truly wealthy.5 

Individuals with an idea for a new business venture often start by seeking a loan from a bank or other lender. Indeed, most small businesses depend on such loans. In times of economic growth XE "economic growth" , credit XE "credit"  is more abundant, and small businesses thrive, easily securing loans to sustain and expand their operations. During times of hardship and economic recession, however, credit is harder to obtain. Production slows as people spend less money, decreasing business revenues and often forcing businesses to cut workers or even go bankrupt XE "bankrupt" . Because the current economic crisis, which originated in the credit industry, small businesses have faced serious challenges securing loans and lines of credit. Banks and other lenders had made significant investments in mortgages issued to individuals with poor credit histories-so-called subprime mortgages XE "subprime mortgages" . When many of those borrowers could not make their monthly payments, the lenders lost billions of dollars, prompting them to be extremely cautious about lending money, even to the most qualified borrowers-a circumstance known as a credit freeze XE "credit freeze" .6 

In addition to causing banks to restrict their credit lines, the financial crisis prompted credit card XE "credit card"  companies to do the same, causing even more trouble for small businesses. New York Times journalist Andrew Martin writes, "[T]he financial crisis has dealt [small businesses] a one-two punch, as big banks cut the credit card lines that many entrepreneurs XE "entrepreneurs"  were forced to lean on when a once-abundant supply of loans dried up." Martin writes that as of April 2009, 59% of small businesses in the U.S. were relying on credit cards to finance their daily operations. Indeed, as credit became increasingly easy to obtain between 2003 and 2007, credit card companies offered large lines of credit to small businesses, prompting those businesses to begin to rely on such credit, as well as more conventional bank loans. When those credit companies began to suffer as a result of the recession, the credit lines they offered small businesses dried up as well.7 

Obama has announced measures intended to ensure that banks receiving money from the economic rescue plan lend some of that money to small businesses. In March 2009, he and Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner unveiled their Consumer and Business Lending Initiative XE "Consumer and Business Lending Initiative" , stating that their administration "firmly believes that economic recovery will be driven in large part by America's small businesses."8 

The most significant portion of the Obama administration's small-business plan involves purchasing about $15 billion worth of loans, including loans that banks had previously made to small businesses. Small businesses will then be able to repay the government on a more flexible schedule. The plan also involves purchasing new loans from banks; the administration hopes that, by showing banks that it is willing to back up the loans they make, it will enable banks to lend to more businesses with greater confidence that those loans will be repaid. A press release about the plan stated, "[b]y making this pledge, [the] Treasury [Department] XE "Treasury Department"  provides assurances to community banks and other lenders that they can sell the new...loans they make, providing them with cash they can use to extend even more credit." The plan also calls for increasing the amount of money that the government guarantees to lenders making loans to risky borrowers. The government states that the purpose of that part of the plan "is to provide a government guarantee that reduces the risk lenders face when they make loans to borrowers who cannot find credit elsewhere." The press release described the increase in guarantees as "a confidence boost lenders need to extend credit," noting that "higher loan guarantees XE "loan guarantees"  will ensure that lenders have both greater safeguards against possible credit losses and assurances that there will be an active secondary market XE "secondary market"  to purchase their loans and provide the liquidity XE "liquidity"  they need to keep lending."9 

The administration's plan also requires lending institutions to ensure that much of the money they received from the economic rescue plan goes to small businesses. Banks would have to issue quarterly reports XE "quarterly reports"  on the loans they make to small businesses; previously, banks were required to issue statements on the status of those loans only once a year. The Obama administration also called for all banks to "make an extra effort to extend small business loans to creditworthy borrowers." The press release detailing the small business plan further noted that, "In light of the extraordinary assistance provided to the banking system...lenders should take a special responsibility for providing the credit that small businesses need to operate, expand and add jobs."10 

In February 2009, Congress authorized an economic stimulus package of almost $1 trillion. The plan was intended to create jobs for unemployed Americans while simultaneously providing money to local governments to prevent the loss of additional jobs. The stimulus bill also authorized America's Recovery Capital XE "America's Recovery Capital"  program, through which the SBA would work with banks to offer no-interest, deferred-payment loans to small businesses. According to New York Times journalist Robb Mandelbaum, the plan was intended "to give small firms under financial stress a chance to catch their breath." The loans are for up to $35,000 and are to be used only toward paying off existing debt.11 

Prior to the introduction of those programs, there had been allegations that the government had, under the administration of President George W. Bush, failed to adequately award contracts to small businesses. Although the federal government is legally obligated to award 23% of all federal contracts XE "federal contracts"  to small businesses, during the 2008 fiscal year-which ran from October 2007 until September 2008-the Bush administration awarded just 21.5% of contracts to small businesses. Some critics have asserted that, since taking office, the Obama administration has continued that trend, despite promising to increase the number of government contracts given to small businesses.12 

Economist John Schmitt and researcher Nathan Lane, who recently analyzed small businesses for the nonpartisan think tank the Center for Economic and Policy Research XE "Center for Economic and Policy Research" , note that many Americans celebrate the notion that "the United States offers an environment for small business that is unmatched anywhere else in the world," with the success of those businesses attributable to "low taxes, limited regulation XE "regulation" , unfettered labor markets XE "labor markets" , and a national spirit of entrepreneurship." Indeed, small businesses employ slightly more than half of all U.S. private sector employees. According to the SBA, in 2005, the most recent year for which data are available, small businesses employed about 59 million people, with large companies employing about 58 million.13 

The SBA also indicates that, in 2005, there were about 20 million U.S. companies owned and operated by a single person, as opposed to 6 million companies with employees. Small businesses, however, are more volatile than large companies, with thousands opening and closing each year. According to the SBA, two-thirds of small businesses survive for at least two years, with 44% lasting at least four years and 31% lasting seven years.14 

Despite the perceived importance of small businesses to the U.S. economy, however, some experts have recently asserted that those businesses are far less crucial than large companies with many more employees. Schmitt and Lane, for example, found that the U.S. actually has one of the smallest small business sectors in the developed world XE "developed world" . Their report found that the U.S. had the second-lowest self-employment rate out of 20 countries surveyed. The study also noted that the U.S. trailed other countries in the number of small computer-related businesses, and said that the longevity of low-tech businesses, such as restaurants and bars, tends to be less in the U.S. than in other developed countries.15 

Experts maintain that the recent struggles of small businesses represent a reversal of a trend that was popular in the 1990s. During that decade, observers say, large companies had a diminishing influence on the economy. The Economist notes that, in the 1990s, "[e]veryone agreed that the future lay with entrepreneurial start-ups such as [Internet search provider] Yahoo!-which in late 1998 had the same market capitalization [the total value of a corporation's outstanding shares] with 637 employees as Boeing with 230,000." Many factors, however-including the recession-have given large companies a renewed advantage. The Economist notes, for example, that large and small businesses alike often have their goods produced more cheaply in other countries, such as China. When those countries produce poor products (such as toys hazardous to children's health or tainted pet food), large companies can more readily afford to have such products manufactured elsewhere than smaller companies can. Smaller companies then struggle, as consumers, concerned about safety, become more inclined to purchase such products from larger companies.16 

Experts disagree on what role the government should play in fostering the growth of small businesses. While Obama and his defenders insist that improving the overall economy and reforming the U.S. health-care system will help small businesses thrive, many conservatives insist that only lowering taxes and removing government barriers to their operations will enable small businesses to succeed. 

Critics of the Obama administration's approach to small businesses mainly focus on the president's proposal to allow the Bush tax cuts XE "Bush tax cuts"  to expire. The Wall Street Journal contends that 55% of any tax increases on the wealthy will be applied to income generated by small-business owners. The journal concludes that Obama's policies will hurt the economy as a whole, and small businesses in particular. The paper opines: "[T]here's nothing in the Obama budget that nurtures or rewards growth or small business. Most of the major policy initiatives, such as the $1 trillion cap-and-trade energy tax, are a drag on growth."17 

Increasing taxes on Americans who make more than $250,000 a year will hurt many people considered upper or middle-class XE "middle-class"  but who are not necessarily wealthy. The Washington Post profiled Gail Johnson, for example, a former nurse who owns a chain of preschools. Johnson and her husband make about $500,000 a year. If Obama's tax plans are approved, she will pay an estimated $23,000 more in taxes each year, a sum that she says would hurt her business. She told the Post: "You hear 'tax the rich,' and you think, 'I don't make that much money.' But then you realize: 'Oh, if I put my business income with my wages, then, suddenly, I'm there.'" Other opponents of Obama's plan argue that the wealthy have become a popular scapegoat for politicians. Catherine Schultz of the free-trade lobbying group the National Foreign Trade Council told the Post: "We're going to be a permanent target, and we understand that. The way they see it, corporations don't vote."18 

Critics also charge that the government, which is deeply in debt, is trying to increase its annual revenue by taxing those who earn over $250,000. R. Bruce Josten, a lobbyist for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, argues that the government is "desperate for revenue" and will unfairly tax any businesses they can, large or small. Opponents argue that firms facing the sharpest tax hikes have, according to the Post, "the greatest capacity for job creation." Senator Charles Grassley (R-Iowa) says,"[f]or the vast majority of people who earn less than $200,000, raising taxes on higher earners might not sound so bad. Yet a lot of small businesses are in that category.... Tell these business owners their taxes will go up; odds are, they'll cut spending,...stop hiring and lay people off."19 

Obama administration drew ire in July 2009, when it denied federal assistance to the struggling lender CIT Group, which primarily makes loans to small businesses. CIT was one of many lenders to suffer as a result of the current recession, but was one of the only large companies to be refused government assistance since October 2008.20 

Indeed, the Obama administration's decision not to help CIT drew a chorus of criticism from small business owners and their advocates. Brett Parker, chief financial officer of a New York City-based bowling alley chain, told the Wall Street Journal, "[l]etting them fail is another huge blow to companies in our realm." Other small business owners voiced disappointment in the Obama administration's move. Michael Brey, who runs a small chain of toy stores in Maryland, told the Journal, "[s]tuff I thought the Obama administration would be good at I think they're limping along at.... He put together an economic dream team, and I thought they were going to hit it out of the park."21 

CIT provided loans not only to small retailers, but to small suppliers for large companies. Tracy Mullin, chief executive of the National Retail Federation trade group, writes in a July 2009 letter to the Obama administration that "[i]f the criterion for whether a financial institution should receive government assistance is whether it is 'too large to fail,' CIT is most certainly too important to the retail industry to be allowed to fail." Mullin continues: "A failure of CIT would impact thousands of retailers XE "retailers"  and, consequently, the consumer spending that makes up two-thirds of our nation's economy. That cannot be allowed to happen at a time when retailers are already struggling to survive the national recession."22 

Some small business advocates argue that the government's economic stimulus package has actually hurt small businesses. Entrepreneur and small business owner Jay Goltz writes for the New York Times that, by extending health coverage and unemployment benefits XE "unemployment benefits"  for laid-off workers, the government is forcing small employers to continue to pay taxes to cover those benefits. Even though the government has promised to reimburse small business owners for those extra expenditures, Goltz notes, the out-of-pocket expenses can devastate businesses. Goltz writes that "[e]ven after the economy improves, I'm going to think long and hard before I hire anyone. Thanks to the stimulus package...the costs, paperwork, and legal exposure associated with hiring employees is on the rise. I'm not saying the package is all bad, but it does make it less appealing for small businesses to hire more people, or even to offer health insurance, for that matter."23 

Small business advocate Lloyd Chapman has targeted the Obama administration for backtracking on many of its campaign promises XE "campaign promises"  to small businesses. He notes that, of the money allocated as part of the government's economic stimulus package, the financial giant JPMorgan Chase has received more than 10 times as much money as all of the nearly 27 million small businesses in the U.S. combined. Chapman also alleges that "the Obama administration awards up to $400 million a day in federal small business contracts to corporate giants." Chapman argues: "The public and the media need to quit listening to President Obama's well-written speeches...and begin to look at what he actually does. When you do, you will see a pattern of policies that could more accurately be described as anti-small business, than pro-small business."24 

The Obama administration asserts that it is the current economic recession is hurting small businesses, not the specter of increased taxes. Defenders of Obama's small business policies argue that any tax hikes on the rich will be insignificant in comparison to the larger problems facing small businesses. Health care costs, they say, are spiraling out of control. Therefore only through reforming the health care system in the U.S. will small businesses be able to return to the previous haute status. Additionally the success of small businesses follows from that of the U.S. economy. If Obama's policies help the overall economy, as supporters insist they will, small businesses will especially benefit. 

Schmitt and Lane assert that the U.S. lacks dominance in the small business sector because U.S. health care costs are far higher than anywhere else in the developed world. They note that "[t]he high cost to self-employed workers and small businesses of the private, employer-based health care system in place in the United States may act as a significant deterrent to small start-up companies XE "start-up companies" , an experience not shared by entrepreneurs in countries with universal access to health care." They conclude that only by reforming the way Americans pay for and receive health care will allow small businesses return to prominence.25 

Currently, health insurance in the U.S. is provided by private companies. Employers generally pay for most of the cost of insuring their workers through group health plans, with employees contributing a small portion of their monthly pay toward the total cost. Because employers bear the brunt of health care costs, however, workers tend to not be cognizant of those costs. Nevertheless, rising costs have resulted in lower pay and, in some cases, forced small companies out of business. Proponents of reforming the health care system assert that, with few rules or regulations currently in place, health insurers are free to find ways to steadily drive up the cost of health care in order to increase their profits. The Obama administration insists that reforming the U.S. health care system by creating a public, government-run health care program will substantially bring down the costs of health care, thus helping small businesses. 26 

Obama administration officials argue that the cost of health care not only harms small businesses currently in operation, but also dissuades would-be entrepreneurs from starting their own companies. U.S. Secretary of Commerce Gary Locke writes: "How many aspiring owners of businesses are locked in jobs they don't like for fear that striking out on their own would cause them to lose their health insurance? The Small Business Majority, a national advocacy group, estimates there are as many as 1.6 million."27 

Others, meanwhile, insist that increasing taxes will not hurt small businesses at all. Former Labor Secretary Robert Reich notes in his blog that only about 5% of small business owners would be affected by an increase in tax levels for the wealthiest 1% of Americans. He says Obama's proposal would tax small business owners only on earnings after expenses have been deducted. Reich says, "[T]here's no reason to suppose that taking a tiny sliver of the incomes of the top 1 percent will reduce all that much of their ardor to invest, innovate, and hire in the future."28 

Still others say that some of the more successful small business owners in the U.S. would actually welcome a tax increase, arguing that the rich should be happy to reinvest in the economy of the country that brought them their wealth. Marc Friedman, who operates a chain of hardware stores, told the Washington Post that government services "can't be paid for equally by everyone.... It's a big burden, but we're fortunate to be successful."29 

Meanwhile, the small business initiative unveiled by Obama in March was praised by small business owners. The day after the plan was announced, Chip Mahan, the chief executive officer of a small bank told Forbes: "For us, this is a different world than the one we were in the day before yesterday.... I absolutely applaud the decision to buy up [the SBA-guaranteed] loans XE "SBA-guaranteed loans" ." Indeed, Mahan noted that the Obama administration prompted a fundamental change in the way the SBA operates, with the group taking a more hands-on approach to helping small businesses. Mahan says, "[I]f you want to stimulate the economy like this administration is attempting to do, you have to try something different."30 

In the summer of 2009, the economy appeared to improve slightly, with some experts indicating that the recession might end in the near future. The ultimate success of the Obama administration's plans remains to be seen. 
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Questions for Thought 

· Do you think most small business owners are wealthy? Do you think raising taxes on the top 1% of Americans will hurt them? 

· How might reforming the U.S. health care system help small businesses? What reforms do you suggest to aid this important economic sector? 

· Should the Obama administration have bailed out CIT Group? 

· How do small businesses get the money they need to operate? Why is the ability to obtain credit so important to their survival? 

Further Reading 

The official White House website is a regularly updated resource on this topic: http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/economy 

Check out the SBA website to read about guaranteed loans and other issues: http://www.sba.gov/ 

Entrepreneur magazine does some excellent profiles of small business owners: http://www.entrepreneur.com/ 
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U.S. Intervention in Africa
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 “God bless Africa, Guard her people, Guide her leaders, And give her peace.” ~Trevor Huddleston, Anglican priest

“I've always thought that underpopulated countries in Africa are vastly underpolluted.” ~Lawrence Summers, economist

“There is always something new out of Africa.” ~Pliny The Elder, roman philosopher

“People in the United States still have a 'Tarzan' movie view of Africa. That's because in the movies all you see are jungles and animals . . . We [too] watch television and listen to the radio and go to dances and fall in love.” ~Miriam Makeba, South African singer

"In Africa people learn to serve each other. They live on credit balances of little favors that they give and may, one day, ask to have returned.” ~Beryl Markham, first woman to fly solo across the Atlantic east to west

When societies break down and human suffering on a catastrophic scale is broadcast to the world, does the U.S. have a moral obligation to intervene? A series of events over the past few years in Africa have brought added urgency to that question. Hundreds of thousands of civilians and armed troops have been killed in central Africa as a result of ethnic tensions XE "ethnic tensions"  and political mismanagement. So far, the U.S. has largely been a bystander along with other wealthy and powerful nations that have declined to intervene. Does the U.S., as the only remaining superpower in the post-Cold War world, have an obligation to play an active role in peace-keeping XE "peace-keeping"  and humanitarian relief XE "humanitarian relief"  efforts in Africa and other less-developed regions? Little debate exists over whether the U.S. government should provide money and supplies to humanitarian agencies that feed starving refugees; nearly all analysts say that such aid should be extended if conditions allow. Instead, considerable controversy surrounds the concept of military intervention – sending U.S. peacekeeping troops to war-torn and violence-prone regions of Africa. Some proponents of using the American military to intervene in humanitarian crises in Africa believe that the suffering of civilians is sufficient reason for mobilizing. They argue that the U.S. should not make its foreign policy decisions based solely on whether its national interests, such as ensuring a steady supply of oil, are at stake. Known as "internationalists XE "internationalists" ," they believe that the U.S. should fully participate and even lead when the United Nations (U.N.) XE "United Nations (U.N.)"  organizes multinational-armed peacekeeping operations in volatile regions of Africa. Opponents of intervention assert that strategic importance and the odds of success should be the main considerations when deciding whether to involve U.S. forces in faraway disputes. Such opponents have been termed "new isolationists XE "new isolationists" ." They believe that it is not the U.S.'s responsibility to rescue people who are victims of their own governments' mismanagement and brutality. Some opponents object to American soldiers serving under foreign command, as often occurs when the action stems from a U.N. mandate or requests of help from other countries. Others question whether the military as it currently exists is even capable of successfully performing such nontraditional tasks as feeding starving refugees and disarming warring groups.

Opponents of military intervention XE "military intervention"  in Africa also cite experiences in the recent past, particularly the humanitarian mission in Somalia XE "Somalia"  from December 1992 to March 1994, to demonstrate that the U.S. has only a limited ability to effect change in situations of chronic ethnic and tribal hostility and anarchy. They contend that it is better to let the combatants sort it out themselves. Some 30 U.S. soldiers were killed during the Somalia mission, which was initially launched to help oversee the dispersal of food and emergency supplies to starving civilians. But troops from the U.S. and other U.N. countries that eventually participated in the mission were soon caught between rival Somali militia groups XE "militia groups" . The country remains divided and poor more than three years after U.S. troops departed, and more than two years after the last U.N. peacekeeping soldier left.

Since the end of the Cold War XE "Cold War" , the U.S. has been unrivaled among nations in terms of economic and military might. For some, that means that the U.S. has a moral obligation to play an active role in settling regional disputes and protecting civilians in the midst of violence. Proponents of that policy point to the relatively peaceful U.S. military intervention in Haiti in from September 1994 through April 1996, which led to the reinstatement of the democratically elected president, Jean-Bertrand Aristide. They argue that such successes indicate that the world community has the ability to promote positive change in poor nations suffering under brutal dictatorships. The cost of not doing anything to help those who are suffering cannot be measured in strictly economic terms, they contend. Rather, proponents of actively working to solve crises (such as the ones in central Africa) argue that the honor of America is at stake.

Some advocates of intervention acknowledge that previous peacekeeping and humanitarian aid efforts in Africa have not been successful, particularly the one in Somalia. They point to what they consider naive attempts by donor nations and aid organizations to separate political conditions from humanitarian conditions.
 Writing in The Nation, Michael Maren, a former aid worker for various humanitarian organizations operating in Africa, wrote about the Rwandan refugee crisis, saying that “[t]here is no such thing as a purely humanitarian intervention; any and all must be undertaken with realistic political goals – there is no point, for example, in setting up new refugee camps if they are again to become incubators of terror and death. The [local militias] must be separated from the general population to prevent relief supplies from feeding a new disaster. But the intervention, as conceived, excludes this option. We will have been compassionate, but in the end we will have guaranteed another crisis.”

The debacle in Somalia was a crucial event for those who believe the U.S. should limit its participation in multinational operations. President George H.W. Bush sent American troops under U.N. command to Somalia in 1992 to distribute food and avert impending famine. That goal was accomplished, but under President Clinton the scope of the mission expanded and several Marines were killed in a firefight with supporters of one of the Somali warlords, Mohammed Farah Aidid XE "Mohammed Farah Aidid" . The term mission creep XE "mission creep"  came to describe that process of ever deepening commitment. It also became a rationale to stay out of regional conflicts.
 Opponents of intervention view humanitarian uses of the military as half-hearted and certain to wind up drawing the troops into a no-win situation. The "new isolationists" argue that it is unrealistic and unproductive to get involved in every regional conflict. Barbara Conry, writing in Policy Analysis, a publication of the Washington D.C.-based Cato Institute think tank, agrees, writing “[i]nstability is a normal feature of an international system of sovereign states, which the U.S. can tolerate and has tolerated for more than two centuries. If vital American interests are not at stake, instability XE "instability"  itself becomes a serious problem only if the U.S. blunders into it, as it did in Somalia and Bosnia.”

The continent of Africa is the site of some of the most poverty XE "poverty" -stricken countries in the world. It is also a continent with which the U.S. has had little to do from a strategic or military standpoint. Indeed, for many years, the U.S.-Africa relationship has consisted almost entirely of the U.S. providing aid to Africa in the form of money, goods and humanitarian missions. In February 2007, however, President Bush announced that the U.S. would establish a new unified combatant command dedicated solely to Africa: U.S. Africa Command, or Africom XE "Africom" . A unified combatant command monitors activity in a specified region of the world. Bush said that the creation of Africom was necessary in order to ensure that Africa remained stable and secure. Africom would accomplish those goals by establishing a strong, yet peaceful, military presence in Africa, Bush said. However, Bush also stated that Africom would emphasize humanitarian missions over combat. Africom would be staffed by officials from the State Department, the Agency for International Development and other non-military government agencies, Bush said.

Many critics have questioned the U.S.'s actual intentions in creating Africom. They have argued that the U.S. is, in fact, trying to establish a forceful military presence in Africa. They charge that the U.S. is motivated entirely by self-interest in establishing Africom. They note that Africa has become increasingly relevant strategically because of its abundant reserves of oil, and because of its proximity to the Middle East, making it a potentially crucial launching point for attacks against enemy targets as part of the ongoing War on Terror. Members of Congress have also expressed misgivings about Africom. The House has voted against funding the program fully, due somewhat to its uncertainty about the true purpose of Africom. Meanwhile, the U.S. has been unable to establish a base for Africom on the African continent. One member of Congress as having been “badly bungled” by the Defense Department and the Bush administration has described the launch of Africom.

Supporters say that Africom will encourage stability and security in Africa. They maintain that Africom's primary mission is to help form and train peacekeeping units in Africa; supporters contend that the U.S. military's own presence in Africa through Africom will be minimal. Many of the criticisms of Africom are based on misperceptions about the new program, supporters assert. Critics, meanwhile, argue that the only reason the U.S. established Africom was to gain a more secure, strategic foothold in Africa. They argue that a military presence in Africa has obvious tactical advantages for the U.S. Why? It better positions the military to conduct the war on terror, it stakes a claim to Africa's large oil reserves, and it combats China's growing influence on the continent. Therefore, opponents claim, the idea that the U.S. established Africom for humanitarian reasons is naïve.

Before the inception of Africom, the U.S. maintained five unified combatant commands throughout the world. A unified combatant command is a joint military entity that oversees developments in a specified region of the world, trying to prevent anything from happening there that would threaten U.S. interests. Unified combatant commands combine both military and civil functions. They report to the U.S. Defense Department, which is located in the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia. The five pre-Africom unified combatant commands have been:

1) U.S. Northern Command, responsible for North America;

2) U.S. Southern Command, responsible for South America;

3) U.S. Pacific Command, responsible for India, China, Mongolia, Southeast Asia, Japan, Australia, Madagascar and Antarctica;

4) U.S. Central Command, responsible for the Middle East (as well as the former Soviet republics located in Asia) and seven East African countries: Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Djibouti, Somalia and Kenya; and

5) U.S. European Command, responsible for Europe, Russia, Greenland and the rest of Africa.

Under that alignment, three different commands shared the responsibility for monitoring Africa. U.S. officials justified that arrangement by maintaining that Africa was simply not of great importance to the U.S. A 1995 Defense Department memo stated, "Ultimately we see very little strategic interest in Africa."

Beginning in the late 1990s, however, some officials began arguing that the U.S. should, in fact, establish a new unified central command dedicated solely to Africa. They asserted that the commanders of the three unified combatant commands tasked with overseeing Africa often treated Africa as a low priority. For example, they noted, U.S. European Command rarely intruded into African matters, since it was so busy supervising Europe and Russia. In 2006, then Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld organized a planning team to discuss the possibility of creating a new unified combatant command specifically dedicated to Africa. Several months later, in February 2007, Bush announced that the Defense Department would realign its five command units in order to facilitate the creation of a sixth: U.S. Africa Command. Under the new alignment, U.S. Pacific Command, European Command and Central Command would cede their oversight of Africa to the new U.S. Africa Command unit; however, Central Command would maintain its supervision of Egypt. According to Bush's plan, Africom was to start operating in October 2007 as a subdivision of U.S. European Command, which is headquartered in Stuttgart, Germany. European Command would run Africom for one year, Bush said. In October 2008, Africom would become a fully autonomous unified combatant command, with its own headquarters, located somewhere in Africa. Bush has said that the mission of Africom will be to "enhance our efforts to bring peace and security to the people of Africa and promote our common goals of development, health, education, democracy and economic growth in Africa." Officials say that Africom will accomplish those goals by overseeing security throughout the continent; cooperating with African leaders in certain strategic matters; and, when necessary, conducting military operations and various peacekeeping missions.

Additionally, Africom will be the only unified combatant command to maintain a civilian deputy commander responsible for coordinating humanitarian efforts, such as installing water-delivery systems and building schools, officials say. The overarching theme of Africom's mission, officials say, is "soft power XE "soft power" " – the idea that a nation can positively influence another nation by doing good deeds and promoting a general sense of peace and stability.

On October 1, 2007, Africom made its scheduled debut, launching as a sub-division of U.S. European Command. In the months that followed, however, several members of Congress began criticizing Africom for what they described as the lack of focus shown by the program's directors. "There is no strategy here that anybody can pinpoint or put a budget on," said Representative John Tierney (D - Massachussets), the chairman of the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform's National Security and Foreign Affairs subcommittee. Specifically, Tierney stated that Africom's goals had been poorly explained to both Congress and African leaders. It was not clear whether Africom was supposed to be a military operation, a goodwill mission or some mixture of the two, Tierney said. He went on to describe Africom's launch as having been "badly bungled." Indeed, some observers say that Africom has not gotten off to a very good start in several key areas. For example, the idea of a U.S. military presence in Africa has discomfited many of the continent's inhabitants. "Africans believe Africom is aimed at promoting America's interests, not Africa's," says Wafula Okumu, an analyst at the Institute for Security Studies, a think tank based in Pretoria, South Africa. Past experiences involving the intervention of foreign militaries (from Great Britain, France, Italy, Germany, Belgium and Portugal, among others) have made many Africans skeptical of and even hostile to the idea of Africom, Okumu says.

That hostility, observers say, may be partially responsible for the U.S.'s difficulty in establishing a headquarters for Africom. Shortly after Bush announced the creation of Africom, Robert Moeller, Africom's deputy for military operations, said that the new unified combatant command would eventually move its headquarters from Germany to Africa. However, as of October 2008, that has not happened. Leaders of more than a dozen African countries—including Libya, Nigeria and South Africa—have refused to let the U.S. base Africom within their borders, while only one country, Liberia, America's de facto colony, has offered to host Africom. In February 2008, Africom's commander, Gen. William Ward, announced that Africom's headquarters will remain in Stuttgart indefinitely.

Several other factors have prompted skepticism from many Africans, observers note. For example, critics of Africom have said that the U.S.'s recent interest in Africa is entirely attributable to the continent's abundant natural resources XE "natural resources" , including oil. Although Africa contains just 9% of the world's known oil (the Middle East, by comparison, contains 62%), analysts say the continent might have billions of gallons of untapped oil reserves. According to some critics, the U.S. is using Africom as a way to gain access to those reserves ahead of other countries, such as China. The U.S., however, has said that Africom's critics are simply misinformed. Officials from Africom, the Defense Department and the Bush administration have attempted to diffuse the controversy and confusion surrounding Africom. Bush himself has said that Africans should not fear a U.S. military presence on their continent. He specifically addressed rumors that the U.S. planned to establish one or more permanent military bases in Africa during a February 2008 visit to Ghana. "I know there's rumors in Ghana—'all Bush is coming to do is try to convince you to put a big military base here,'" Bush told John Kufuor, Ghana's president. He continued, "That's baloney. Or as we say in Texas, that's bull."

Congress, however, still seems confused over Africom's goals. In late September 2008, the House voted for a funding package of $266 million for Africom's first year as an independent organization. Bush had requested $389 million. Members of the House said that they trimmed Bush's request because they remained unsure what Africom's goals were; additionally, the House Appropriations Committee said that "the failure to establish an Africom presence on the continent" of Africa has lowered overall confidence in the program. Even U.S. military personnel have acknowledged that Africom has suffered from an ongoing "image problem" in the eyes of Congress, African leaders and African citizens. However, officials from both Africom and the Defense Department insist that Africom will be a positive force for Africa for decades to come. Critics of Africom, meanwhile, say that they remain skeptical of the new program; many critics have suggested that, by establishing a unified combatant command, the U.S. primarily has its own interests in mind.

Supporters of Africom say that the new unified combatant command has a clear, noble mission: to prevent "problems from becoming crises, and crises from becoming conflicts" in Africa, according to the Defense Department. The U.S. will train African armies and peacekeeping units, thus enabling Africa to be a more stable and secure continent, proponents say. While supporters acknowledge that U.S. interests will take priority, the primary mission of Africom, they insist, is to train Africans to handle humanitarian crises, prevent terrorist groups from infiltrating the continent, and, most importantly, avoid future conflicts. According to Principal Deputy Under Secretary of Defense Ryan Henry, Africom can be deemed a success "if it keeps American troops out of Africa for the next 50 years."
 

The creation of Africom is a necessary step in U.S.-Africa relations because Africa has not received enough attention in the past, proponents assert. When oversight of Africa was divided among U.S. Pacific Command, U.S. European Command and U.S. Central Command, supporters point out, Africa was "the poor stepchild in each of these different commands and [did not receive] the full attention it deserves," says Susan Rice, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, a centrist think tank.

That increased level of attention will pay dividends for the U.S. with regard to the ongoing war on terror, proponents say. Terrorist groups linked to Al Qaeda XE "Al Qaeda"  are known to operate in East African countries such as Somalia, supporters note. Africom will give the U.S. a crucial launching point for anti-terrorism operations in both East Africa and the nearby Middle East, advocates contend. "Africom will be about picking low-hanging terrorist fruit," writes Robert Kaplan, an editor at the Atlantic Monthly.
 (Although many Africom supporters have made arguments similar to Kaplan's, U.S. officials are adamant that "bringing its war on terror to Africa...is not what Africom is about," according to Witney Schneidman, a former deputy assistant secretary of state for African affairs.)

Another reason that the creation of Africom is a wise strategic move is that it will help the U.S. counter China's growing influence in Africa, proponents say. According to the State Department, China quadrupled its trade with Africa between 2002 and 2006; and during a 2007 visit to the continent, Chinese president Hu Jintao XE "Hu Jintao"  said his country would double its aid to Africa by 2009. Supporters say that China is merely putting itself in a position to stake a claim to Africa's vast supply of valuable natural resources, including oil, uranium and diamonds. The U.S. must prevent that, supporters maintain. Some proponents of Africom argue that Africans and even some members of Congress have been misinformed as to the exact nature of Africom and its intentions. Among the false rumors currently circulating about Africom, proponents say, is that the U.S. plans to establish as many as two dozen permanent military bases in Africa through Africom. Ward, Africom's commander, calls that idea "a myth" and "absolutely not the case." One anonymous Defense Department official told the Christian Science Monitor that claims that the U.S. intends to militarize Africa are simply examples of "paranoid rhetoric" by Africans and the more skittish members of Congress. Some supporters, however, argue that the U.S. is itself to blame for any negative reactions to Africom. Brett Schaefer, an Africa expert at the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank, says that "because the U.S. was so hesitant in announcing the details [of Africom], it allowed people to fill the void with these conspiracy theories." Schaefer says that the U.S. should have outlined Africom's goals from the start: its devotion to stability in Africa, its intention to train African armies and peacekeeping forces, and its plan to provide humanitarian aid to needy communities throughout the continent. "All the U.S. can do," Schaefer says, "is explain clearly what role it sees for Africom—which I see as very positive."

Africom still faces great uncertainty, even after its October 2008 debut as an autonomous organization. Its funding remains a subject of much discussion and debate in Congress. It still faces pressure to establish a headquarters in Africa, even though officials have confirmed that Africom will operate out of Stuttgart for the foreseeable future. In addition, many people in both Africa and the U.S. remain confused as to what exactly Africom will do. Any uncertainty surrounding Africom was further muddled by a May 2008 acknowledgment by Defense Department officials that Africom will, at least initially, have more of a military than a civilian orientation. Once touted as an "interagency" initiative, with input from various government organizations, Africom is now being presented as a program almost entirely run by the Defense Department, observers say. "What [Africom officials] are now saying," says Kathleen Hicks of the foreign policy think tank the Center for Strategic and International Studies, "is that they will more efficiently and effectively deliver military programs." Africom officials, meanwhile, urge the public to be patient. Africom is an unprecedented program, they note; the public must tolerate the occasional logistical hiccup. "We sort of admitted all along that we were building something that we'd never built before," said an anonymous defense official, quoted in the Christian Science Monitor. "So you gotta start somewhere; you gotta take a stab at it."
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Questions for Thought

Do you think the reorganization of the U.S.'s unified combatant commands is a good idea? Why or why not?

Critics of Africom say that the U.S.'s newfound interest in Africa is due entirely to events such as the war on terror and the growth of China. Do you agree with those criticisms?

Rep. John Tierney (D, Mass.) has said that Africom's rollout was "badly bungled." Do you agree with that statement? Use examples from the article to support your opinion.

Currently, Africom's headquarters is located in Stuttgart, Germany. In your opinion, how important is it for Africom's headquarters to be moved to the continent of Africa itself? It is very important, or not at all important?

Topic Questions

Can AFRICOM be effective while it is headquarted in Germany?

Is AFRICOM equipped to lead a military intervention in Sudan?

Does political instability in Africa justify military intervention?

Further Reading

Check out AFRICOM's official website here: http://www.africom.mil/AboutAFRICOM.asp 

Wikipedia on AFRICOM: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Africa_Command 

Resist AFRICOM is pretty self-explanatory. They give several justifications for their opposition here: http://salsa.democracyinaction.org/o/1552/t/5717/signUp.jsp?key=3094 

The Council on Foreign Relations has a superb backgrounder here: http://www.cfr.org/publication/13255/
Wal-Mart: Is It Immoral?
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"Each Wal-Mart store should reflect the values of its customers and support the vision they hold for their community." 

~ Sam Walton, Wal-Mart founder.

"High expectations are the key to everything." 

~ Sam Walton.

“Wal-mart... do they like make walls there?” 

~ Paris Hilton, socialite.

“I make good money here at Wal-Mart and live well.” 

~ Jose Garcia, 

“This (fuel) price shock is real, ... Wal-Mart recognized it before Katrina. They were one of the few companies that made the announcement that these gas prices are hurting us." 

~ Gerald Celente, American trend forecaster and publisher of the Trends Journal.

Always low prices

What's the advantage of cheap?

It's inexpensive.

Christmas shopping season is just around the corner and no one is more prepared for the impending droves of bargain thirsty store-hoppers than Wal-Mart. Call it retail royalty,1 bargain bonanza2 or whatever other alliteration suits your fancy; although business rivals are finding ways to cut into Wal-Mart's market share XE "market share" ,3 the retail giant was one of few to increase sales during the economic downturn and is poised to continue that trend starting Black Friday XE "Black Friday" .4 Wal-Mart will probably open its doors this holiday season to great financial success, in part because of a struggling economy that favors bulk discounters XE "bulk discounters" , but also because of a business strategy that has been called alternately immoral and genius. 

Wal-Mart, is the world's largest company and the largest private employer in the United States (the biggest employer overall is United States Federal Government, which hires roughly 2% of the nation's workforce5). Company founder Sam Walton XE "Sam Walton"  began with one store in Rogers, Arkansas in 1962 and in five years built a company with 24 stores and over $12.5 million in sales (around $88 million in today's dollars).6 Walton revolutionized retail. His company became a a synonym for cheap goods and low-skilled workers XE "low-skilled workers" . He became famous for the ruthless efficiency XE "efficiency"  of Wal-Mart's global network of stores and factories. Sam’s protégés have created a new economic order which puts thousands of manufacturers, indeed whole regions, in thrall to one corporate giant. Like the Pennsylvania Railroad and General Motors in their heyday, Wal-Mart sets the commercial model for a huge swath of the global economy.7 

Though Wal-Mart's low-price, low-wage, globally sourced model is not unique in the retail industry, the company has become the most powerful retailer in the world both in terms of sales ($405 billion/year and $33 billion more than the world's second highest income-earner, Exxon-Mobile8) and employees (over 2 million). Its rapid and widespread growth strategies have transformed the retail industry, prompting emulation from other companies and generating a series of social and economic changes. Labor historians, economists and retail XE "retail"  market analysts almost universally agree Wal-Mart is a unique company in terms of its impact and its influence on changing corporate business and labor practices. But experts -- even Wal-Mart's toughest critics -- dismiss suggestions that it is the only corporation to rely on low-wage labor XE "low-wage labor"  by discouraging the unionization XE "unionization"  of its employees, importing inexpensive merchandise from foreign nations, or demanding that manufacturers and suppliers lower their prices.9
Wal-Mart is most conspicuously unique in terms of its size. With nearly 3,550 stores visited by roughly 100 million people each week, Wal-Mart is a convenient shopping mecca for American consumers. Wal-Mart's revenues are greater than the combined sales of its top competitors Target, Sears Roebuck, Costco Wholesale, Home Depot and The Kroger Co.10 Many retailers -- such as Kroger's, Toys "R" Us, The Sports Authority -- focus their business around a specific merchandise category, rather than selling a wide range of consumer goods. Wal-Mart's strategy of selling a variety of products at discount prices has enabled the company to gain greater control of the retail industry and to demand manufacturers XE "manufacturers"  lower their prices, says Peter Solomon, founder and chairman of the investment banking advisory firm that bears his name. Wal-Mart manages to sell products at lower prices than other retailers. On average, a Wal-Mart Supercenter offers prices 14 percent lower than its rivals, according to a 2002 study by UBS Warburg.11 Wal-Mart is also a cost leader meaning competitors tend to follow the company's pricing strategies.12 "What makes Wal-Mart incredibly unique," says Solomon, is that it "has trail-blazed the discount business, brought down prices for the average consumer, making it very hard for others to compete against." Because it is extremely effective at delivering low prices consistently, Wal-Mart has consequently forced other retailers to lower their prices as well.13
Wal-Mart's growth strategy is strikingly different from most other big box retailers XE "big box retailers" . Most companies establish stores near major urban areas with a potentially large customer bases. Wal-Mart, by comparison, "spread out like molasses from its Arkansas base by constructing new stores strategically located near distribution hubs and smaller towns, rather than leapfrogging across the nation like the other retailers," says Nelson Lichtenstein, professor of history at the University of California, Santa Barbara. And its growth is completely homegrown. In order to preserve control of its corporate culture, Wal-Mart has not bought up existing retail chains. As an illustration of its productivity XE "productivity" -driven corporate philosophy, Wal-Mart began an internal "survival of the fittest" competition among individual stores. By building more stores than necessary, store managers felt a strong incentive to "crack down on workers and improve the efficiency of their store to stay alive," Lichtenstein argues.14
Some academics and human rights groups say Wal-Mart's commitment to "Every Day Low Prices" forces the company to drive down labor costs in its stores, detrimentally impacting the company's employees. Detractors routinely point to employee's limited benefits including health care XE "health care"  to argue that the retail giant is pursuing "immoral" profit and a human cost. Globally, a similar argument is made by international developmental agency Oxfam International which says that Wal-Mart and "other major global retailers in the apparel and food industries" are "driving down working conditions for millions of mostly women workers worldwide." Oxfam said Wal-Mart "has led the field" in demanding "ever-quicker and cheaper goods" from vendors and workers in developing nations, making it impossible for foreign contractors to improve labor standards.15
If indeed Wal-Mart is an immoral beast pioneering a path of exploitation XE "exploitation" , contentious consumers would be well-served by abandoning the company in favor of its more altruistic competition. If the evidence demonstrates, however, that Wal-Mart's unique stature and size, coupled with a commitment to low costs, has had a positive impact on the U.S. economy to drive down prices for middle and lower class consumers or that the firm is not abusing a monopsonized XE "monopsonized"  (one buyer of labor) market to manipulate employees into subsistence contracts, we should celebrate this company and its business model.16
Let's turn first to the benefits offered to Wal-Mart's employees. Wal-Mart's critics are often appalled by the company's health insurance XE "health insurance"  coverage, but the facts don't always fall in line with the whistle-blowers claims. Wal-Mart has worked hard to defeat its image as an exploiter and has put considerable resources toward becoming friendlier to its workers. Long derided for the limited health-care packages offered to its employees, the company focused on expanding its options. As of January, 2008, 93.7% of Wal-Mart’s U.S. employees had some form of health care, up from 90.4% last year and more than half are insured by Wal-Mart's employee coverage plan.17 These figures compare favorably with the rest of the economy. According to the Employee Benefit Research Institute, in the retail sector overall only 45 percent of workers receive health coverage from their own employer.18
Jeff Sellers helps illuminate these figures, pointing out that part-time workers who make up 25 percent of Wal-Mart's workforce are not eligible to receive health insurance until after they have worked for the company two years. When they do receive insurance, Wal-Mart pays 67 percent of the cost of health insurance for employees, roughly equivalent to the retail industry average of 68 percent for family coverage-but, for individual health insurance, far below the 77 percent that retailers contribute on average.19
Many employees opt out of coverage because they are otherwise insured. Wal-Mart reports that two-thirds of its employees are second-income providers, college students, and senior citizens. Many of these employees have health insurance through their spouse's employer, parent's plan, college or retirement and Medicare programs. About 40 percent of the company's labor force is covered apart from Wal-Mart's plan.20
Far from being maligned for its benefits policy, recent analysts have found cause to praise Wal-Mart and are even considering it as a model for other companies and our government. Cici Connolly writes for the Washinton Post that policymakers contemplating a fundamental overhaul of the nation's troubled health-care system may want to study the saga of Wal-Mart. Once vilified for its stingy health benefits, the world's largest company has become a leader in the effort to provide affordable care without bankrupting employers, their workers or taxpayers in the process. The retailer is doing in the real world what many in Washington are only beginning to talk about. At a time when other firms are scaling back or eliminating health coverage, 5.5 percent of Wal-Mart's employees now lack health insurance, compared with a nationwide rate of 18 percent. The company has also put into practice many of the innovations that experts say will lead to higher-quality, more efficient care. Using its high-tech marketing savvy, Wal-Mart has introduced digital records, partnered with prestigious organizations such as the Mayo Clinic, and begun targeting costly health problems such as obesity and premature births.21
Just as it acts as a price leader, Wal-Mart is leading industry toward international environmental sustainability XE "environmental sustainability" . Wal-Mart has been working quietly on what it calls a “sustainability index XE "sustainability index" ” for more than a year, and it will take another year or two for labels to appear on products. But the company’s grand plan-”audacious beyond words” is how one insider describes it-has the potential to transform retailing by requiring manufacturers of consumer products to dig deep into their supply chains, measure their environmental impact, and compete on those terms for favorable treatment from the world’s most powerful retailer. Wal-Mart execs say they see this as a way to inform consumers of the difference between “green-washing XE "green-washing" ” and truly sustainable production and increase the efficiency of global production and, knowing Wal-Mart, even lowering prices in the process.22 In remarks published on Wal-mart’s web site, Mike Duke, Wal-Mart’s President and CEO stated that in order for this venture to succeed, it needed to be a global effort with the ultimate goal of providing for a better future for the world’s citizens. “If we get this right…the Index will drive higher quality and lower costs,” Duke said. “It will mean more innovative products that lower carbon output, that promote clean air and water, and that create a more transparent and responsible supply chain. And it will make us even stronger businesses, bringing us ever closer to our customers and what they need to live better …20…50…100 years from now.”23
Regarding labor standards in its foreign factories, no company is more aware than Wal-Mart. In 2005, Wal-Mart blacklisted XE "blacklisted"  141 factories, mostly because they used underage labor. Critics point that the number of serious violations in the firm's factories rose 15 percent, a figure Wal-Mart says is mostly due to increased oversight and more surprise audits. An increasing number of foreign brands with factories in China insist on inspecting labor conditions, and experts say that's helping raise workers' awareness of their rights.24 The problem of slave labor XE "slave labor"  and harsh working conditions is much bigger than Wal-Mart. In China, sweatshop labor conditions are commonplace. The groups say some Chinese companies routinely shortchange their employees on wages, withhold health benefits and expose their workers to dangerous machinery and harmful chemicals, like lead, cadmium and mercury. While American and European consumers worry about exposing their children to Chinese-made toys coated in lead, Chinese workers, often as young as 16, face far more serious hazards.25 Pointing the finger only at Wal-Mart is hypocritcal, when Disney, Dell, Target and a dozen other companies purchase Chinese-made goods.

As much as they criticize Wal-Mart, American consumers, speaking through their dollars, express their overwhelming satisfaction with low-priced consumer goods. In a competitive economy, nobody seems to like a winner, but we are happy to appreciate the rewards of efficiency. It is easy to calumniate Wal-Mart while ignoring the benefit of cheap goods for lower class and fixed income consumers. Wal-Mart serves an important, even foundational role in our economy. It is doubtful whether many Americans would be able to maintain their quality of life without the Bentonville giant.

Like any profit-maximizing XE "profit-maximizing"  firm, Wal-Mart functions to satisfy the demand for low-cost goods. It responds to market conditions and uses the efficiency provided by its size and economies of scale to satisfy that demand more effectively than any competitor. It is easy to malign Wal-Mart because of its success. But as the company makes strides to refute its big bully reputation while continuing to provide the inexpensive products that earned it success, we can hardly in good conscious call it immoral. As the retail royalty promises its bargain bonanza this shopping season and shades Black Friday an even darker hue, take pride in this American firm and the opportunity it represents low-skilled workers. Wal-Mart means efficiency that in the long run is good for the economy, environment and labor.
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Sample Questions

How will retailers fare in the 2009 holiday shopping season?

Should Wal-Mart allow its employees to unionize?

What does the current economic climate mean for the nation's retailers? 

Will American's desire for discounted bulk consumable products harm workers in foreign factories?

Questions for Thought

· What is Wal-Mart's position on national health care reform? Why does it hold this position? How would Wal-Mart be impacted by a single-payer model? 
· What kind of experience does Wal-Mart require? Does Wal-Mart employ more skilled or unskilled workers? Why? 

· Do you support Wal-Mart's recent moves toward providing employees with more benefits? Do you think it is a good idea for Wal-Mart to develop a green index? Do you think of Wal-Mart as a socially responsible company? Why or why not? 

· What is social responsibility? Is it a good goal for companies? How can American corporations work toward that goal?

Further Reading

Want to know what the impact of Wal-Mart on small communities is? Check out a research project conducted by Mississippi State: http://msucares.com/pubs/misc/m1283.pdf 

WSJ has an article about Wal-Mart management that, while a couple of years old, provides an excellent perspective on the issue: http://wsjclassroom.com/monday/mx_06apr17.pdf#search=%22wal-mex%20customer%20demographics%22 

Want to know what impact big box retailers have on the economy? Read a report prepared for Los Angeles County by Rodino Associates: http://www.lacity.org/council/cd13/houscommecdev/cd13houscommecdev239629107_04262005.pdf 

Wake Up Walmart is an anti-Wal-Mart organization with a lot of information about unionization efforts. Check them out: http://wakeupwalmart.com/ 
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 “The gift of broadcasting is, without question, the lowest human capacity to which any man could attain.”

 ~ Harold Nicolson, writer and author.

In 1927 a man by the name of Philo Farnsworth patented an early version of the cathode receptor, a device which would change mankind forever. It allowed television signals to be encoded, broadcast through the air, and reassembled on a display. While similar competing inventions existed, Farnsworth's "Image dissector" patent was upheld in court, and he is largely credited as the man responsible for giving us television. That was just over 81 years ago. Here we are four score years later getting ready to change TV again. While nearly all television broadcast signals have been analog up until now, beginning on February 17, 2009 everywhere in the United States, the television viewers will jump off the analog signal bandwagon as all full-power TV broadcasts in the United States must switchover to fully digital.

Households that will be affected most by the conversion are those which currently use analog-only TVs with roof-top or "rabbit-ear" antennas. These TVs are unable to receive digital signals – most more than 10 years old – and will no longer receive free signals without a digital converter box. The federally mandated conversion to digital broadcasting offers several positive features to residents, businesses and emergency personnel departments, according to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC). Moving away from analog signals frees those signals so they can be utilized by police, fire and ambulance departments. These organizations use analog air waves when communicating by radio. The switch reduces the risk that an analog television signal will interrupt or disrupt an emergency radio message, and offers officials additional signals to operate on. In addition to emergency workers, businesses and organizations will be allowed to purchase portions of the freed analog spectrum so they can expand wireless services offered to customers, according to the FCC.

The countdown to so called "DTV Day" may not seem significant to those who can afford to convert to digital or have already done so, but some are concerned about the impact shutting down analog broadcasts will have on the digital divide. 

The digital divide is most commonly defined as the gap between those individuals and communities that have and do not have access to information technologies that can transform lives and lifestyles. It is the gap between those who have the latest innovations at their disposal and those who do not. Today, 143 million Americans, or about 54 percent of the population, are using the Internet. The rate of growth of Internet use in the United States is currently 2 million new Internet users per month, with Internet use continuing to increase across income, education, age, race, ethnicity, and gender lines.

The digital divide is shrinking rapidly. Internet use is continuing to increase for everyone regardless of socioeconomic, gender and ethnic factors. Even groups not historically "early adopters" are growing their online presence. For instance, 39.8 percent of blacks and 31.6 percent of Hispanics are online. What might be the most remarkable evidence of a shrinking divide is that Internet use by individuals in the lowest income households (those earning less than $15,000 per year) increased at a 25 percent annual growth rate. In 2001, 25 percent of lower income people were online, and if things continue at this rate, it won't be long before virtually everyone who wants to connect can. Further, Jupiter Media Metrix reported that the age of online shoppers is moving up while the income level drops. In other words, those on the Net are starting to look a lot more like the real world population.

Many remain concerned about the divide and want to see policies that shrink the gap. Critics warn that shutting off the analog broadcast will be a step in the wrong direction. The digital broadcast transition is “possibly one of the worst understood consumer education programs in modern times,” said Richard Doherty, an analyst at the Envisioneering Group. He based his conclusion on company research that showed that less than 10 percent of those surveyed understand the transition. Also, fewer than one in 20 people realize that most portable TVs that run on batteries will not work after the transition. The transition is disproportionately hitting those consumers who may be least well equipped to deal with it: the elderly and poor. Many will have never had a set top box connected to a TV. Critics fear that those who have lived with a rabbit ears antenna all their lives will have no idea how to set it up. While the box will bring new features, such as an on-screen program guide, implementing it will not be so easy. It will not automatically update program information, as cable and satellite boxes do. Rather, a consumer using the broadcast digital converter box will need to regularly rescan the channels manually in order to get updated programming information. In addition, most people need to rescan their boxes after the transition, because any channel currently broadcasting above channel 51 will be relocated to a lower number.

Many consumers are confused about what exactly the switchover means. To address their concerns and make the issue perfectly clear, many TV stations are embarking on momentary tests. These will occur during normal news programming and prime-time. They will be similar to a test of the emergency broadcast system. A local news reporter will come on, announce that the test will take place. The TV station will cease broadcasting their analog signal for just a few seconds. TV viewers are advised to continue watching their sets. If the TV goes to snow (no signal), they will need a converter box. If they continue seeing the broadcast without interruption, then everything on their system is correct and nothing else is needed.

Three California TV stations pulled the plug on analog a little early in a preview of what the national switchover will look like. There were a few glitches. James Miller, a Federal Communications Commission attorney who is managing DTV outreach in the market, said the biggest problem turned out to be getting viewers and, in some cases, cable providers to re-scan their converter boxes to catch the new DTV frequencies of the stations. He said the NBC station’s viewership problems turned out to be a combination of problems with cable system updating their channels and viewers needing to re-scan local channels.

The latest question facing the FCC is what to do with all the abandoned analog channels. Who should get to use them for broadcasting? Should they be licensed out or should local, short-wave broadcasters be allowed to utilize them license-free?

The analog channels abandoned by TV have potential in a wide variety of applications. As Larry Page, co-founder of Google, wrote, "We will soon have 'Wi-Fi on steroids' since these spectrum signals have much longer range than today's Wi-Fi technology and broadband access can be spread using fewer base stations resulting in better coverage at lower cost." This is more though than just Wi-Fi on anabolic steroids; this is the opening of a new era of broadband. Today, most home Internet users use either cable, DSL or, mercy please, modems to connect with the Internet. Cable can be fast, but its speed is cut by the number of subscribers on any given line. DSL delivers OK performance, and as for modems, the less said the better. 700MHz signals have greater range and penetration than the higher frequencies used by Mobile WiMax and conventional Wi-Fi. After all, television stations have effective transmission ranges of dozens of miles as compared to a few miles (Mobile WiMax) or a hundred yards (Wi-Fi). This means that it will cost far less to build a white-space Internet last mile service since it requires far fewer antennas and ground-stations.

Traditional TV broadcasters, understandably, are worried about interference with their programming. Some say there is no such thing as “White Space” and that this reportedly unused broadcast spectrum has been crammed full of wireless microphones and safety communications since 1962. Critics of the FCC's decision say that introducing these devices will destroy the Arts and Entertainment industry, live sports reporting, theme parks, live entertainment and even religious services. Entertainment as currently experienced in America will be destroyed. Live microphones that rely in the short-wave broadcasts will suffer from the interference and live shows will be completely changed.

To appease these interests, the FCC does require devices operating in TVWS spectrum to include geolocation capabilities and to use an FCC database of TV signals and microphone locations to detect and avoid interference. That is techno-jumbo for “there are ways around this problem.” Visit the footnote for more explanation.

Interestingly the use of white spaces to provide less expensive broadband access may be effective at bridging the digital divide. FCC Chairman Kevin Martin is championing a free wireless Internet proposal to create a nationwide license in the 2155-2180 MHz band and require the winning bidder to open up 25 percent of its network for free broadband access with a filter to keep pornography off of it. M2Z Networks, an advocate of this plan, had also pushed for these rules. The FCC has canceled a vote on the issue, and it is unclear whether this administration's FCC will vote on the plan or if a new FCC under Obama's administration will take up the plan. Meanwhile, Obama's announcement that broadband for the masses will be a priority is expected to be part of what observers call his "new New Deal." In the mid-20th Century, the New Deal meant money for highway construction and other public works projects, but in the 21st Century, broadband is getting added to the list.

We've come a long way from the grainy black and white broad casts of two generations ago and the wavy colored lines that dotted the landscape of Baby Boomer TV shows. Maybe this latest step is but a growing pain in the steady evolution of modern TV. Regardless, recent decisions made by Kevin Martin and the FCC will have a noticeable impact on TV and media consumption.

Further Reading:

Check out the FCC's webpage and read the latest on telecommunications regulations here: http://www.fcc.gov/
Read Wikipedia's explanation of the technical mumbo-jumbo behind “white spaces” here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Spaces_Coalition
Kate Williams writes an excellent working paper for the University of Michigan answering the question “What is the Digital Divide?” Read it here: http://www-personal.umich.edu/~katewill/kwd3workshop.pdf
Questions for Thought:

How would you divide up channels abandoned by TV after the February switch to digital? Should the financially puissant forces behind the drive for broadband outweigh the local interests pushing white spaces for wireless microphones and entertainment-related uses?

How will the digital age change television? Can TV survive in an era of Internet?

How big is the digital divide? Think about the people you know. Do they have markedly different consumption habits regarding technology? Is this a choice or a socioeconomic reality? How would you bridge this gap? Are efforts to bridge this gap justified?

Does the FCC do enough to regulate the airwaves? Does it do too much? What limits should be placed on Kevin Martin as he strives to find the right balance?

Make a prediction: What percent of American homes will not have access to TV after DTV day?
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