MATTERS
OF
CONSCIENCE
Issue No. 22

©

JANUARY 2009

DOUBLE COPY ISSUE
MOST SUBCRIBERS WILL RECEIVE TWO COPIES OF THIS ISSUE.
PLEASE PASS THE EXTRA ONE ON TO A FRIEND.

THIS ISSUE will deal with similarities presented by many of the major crises that have confronted our present and past administrations and will explain why our government, regardless of
party in power, has been shamefully ineffective in meeting their challenge.
The content of this issue had originally been planned for our sixth anniversary in April, but
the financial implosion of the credit, securities and housing markets last fall proved that time has
become an increasingly assertive factor which we no longer can ignore.
This acceleration of our financial markets’ failure has its counterparts in other major challenges to our ways of government and life that we have written about in the past. While we have
consistently avoided sensationalism or alarmist techniques, what we offer in this issue cannot be
viewed as “comfort reading” for our people or our government. The facts have been, and continue
to be, available to all. They are what they are, and not what we might wish them to be.
OUR NEXT ISSUE will return to exploring aspects, often anomalous, of the national and
global economic problems that bear heavily upon our society and government.

THE TRUE CRISIS IN AMERICA
“Good government should produce an atmosphere of national responsibility and opportunity
created for the people by the combined efforts of their elected representatives. Divisions
will always exist as to government’s direction, and decisions must be resolved by the objective
application of both personal and political integrity. The structure of government should be
firm and open and should not be burdened by becoming a proving ground for either individual
or party ideology.” Politics is one thing. Good government is quite another!
						
-- Matters of Conscience, Issue 21, 10/08

Many people reading the above paragraph would
dismiss it in its entirety as being impossibly optimistic.
Actually, we have achieved all of these criteria at one



time or another in our history, but rarely all at once.
Nevertheless, this short, simple purpose statement,
were the nation’s people and politicians to commit
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themselves to it, could create a new and
better form of government.
The choice is really a relatively
simple one because, if we persist in our
present practices and principles, although
the American entity may survive in some
form, our great democratic experiment
will fail and/or be replaced.
Today, our country faces multiple,
serious issues each of which is referred
to from time to time as a crisis. These
include the environment, immigration,
Social Security, health care, energy, our
economy/national debt and, of course,
population. There are a host of others
such as nuclear proliferation, education,
taxation, foreign policy and a variety of
real and imagined constitutional issues
that are encouraged and exploited by the
political and social perspectives of our
time.
The seven primary issues that we
cited above are ones that we have written
about in detail in previous issues. They
vie for our attention from time to time
and seem to maintain a constant political
presence regardless of efforts by both
parties to provide legislative solutions.
These issues endure as crises
because of their potential impact and their
very real urgency. And they also have in
common certain elements of enormous
risk that seem to go unnoticed by those in
Washington charged with conducting our
government and creating its policies.
“. . . appalling and pervasive
incompetence and
intellectual isolation”
Accordingly, we must come to
realize that America’s true crisis, that
transcends all of these issues, is the
appalling and pervasive incompetence and
intellectual isolation of the executive and
legislative branches of our government
over the past three decades and, with
regard to some matters, notably longer.
This incompetence does not reveal
itself in the minutiae of writing tax codes,
seemingly endless debates and photo ops,
campaigning for office or raising funds.
These are all activities which consume
a large part of our legislative time and
which the Congress has come to undertake



and perform quite easily.
No, the incompetence that threatens our nation exists at another level. It is
embedded in a failure of vision which seems
to have a local focal length that stops at
states’ borders. Beyond them there seems
to be only a blankness which obscures
the national interest. And it consists of
refusing, or not being able, to recognize
major forces that are at work around our
world. In the age of globalism, which we
have been instrumental in constructing,
there can be no more certain assurance
of disaster. These forces all have tipping
points with the capability, when exceeded,
to overwhelm us.
Tipping points are unique events
that can break completely with what took
place before them, and can create both
new directions for the future and the need
for new ways of thinking to accommodate
their consequences. If they are moderate
in their form and efforts, we can count
ourselves fortunate, as, more typically,
they can produce severe and surprising
results.
A tipping point is an event which
alters the behavior of a force, usually
because of a gradual accumulation of
stress within or upon it. Common to most
tipping points are that they occur suddenly
and sometimes violently; that they free
the force that produces them from its
original constraints; and that they can
overwhelm our normal management and
control functions.
Early in life we are able to
witness tipping points, mostly minor, in
our activities and surroundings, but with
larger forces and their consequences we
either fail to recognize, or we deny, their
reality. Nowhere has this dangerous, and
possibly fatal, lack of vision been more
evident than in the upper levels of our
government and its enabling bureaucracy.
Major tipping points in our
economy, our environment, our population
or other vital areas of life can produce
change, pain or chaos on a grand scale.
Not only do we fail to see these threats
in their true light, but we also seemingly
cannot grasp that most tipping points are
irrevocable.

*

*

*

Here are the primary issues which our
government must address in a meaningful way:
1) Our real and perilous debt level.
2) Social Security
3) Energy
4) Immigration/Population
5) The Environment – including climate change/
global warming, species loss, air and sea pollution,
and arable land and aquifer depletion.
6) Health Care
All of these problems are subject to the Law of Limits
(LOL), some sooner and more severely than others.
This law, states, without exception, that within the
confines of any space or system there is a limit as to
how much of any element can be added or subtracted
without causing its destruction. This failure is often
triggered suddenly by silent and/or invisible tipping
points which identify themselves only in retrospect.
The urgency of our present circumstance is that in all
of the major problem areas cited we are approaching
tipping points of one kind or another which our past
policies have failed to recognize.
The current state of our government is perilous
because its primary focus is on Republican/Democrat
ideology and conflict. Our system is rich, large,
inefficient and lacking in fairness. The latter, because
it involves a state of mind, may be the most difficult
challenge to correct, but it must be done, as any effort
to recreate a government of principle must be based on
fairness.
We have vast, although diminished, resources
of will and wealth which we can draw upon to correct
our course, but our success, both nationally and
globally, will require us to place greater emphasis on
cooperation; and to realize that our past policies of
endless growth are not realistic and carry the risk of
accelerating all tipping points.
One great fault of present governments
throughout the world today is that they convince their
people that they are more than they actually are. At
no time has this been more evident than in our present
economic meltdown when we were treated to a menu
of solutions, proposals, clichés, arguments/counter
arguments and rhetoric that changed with disconcerting speed.
This ability of governments to overstate their value is
a direct result of the enormous growth in our media.
Media coverage of today’s reach and frequency gives
government a bigger bullhorn, more opportunity to
portray itself, and a larger political presence, but
when we turn the volume down, or the set off, we come
close to the moment of truth in Frank Baum’s The Wizard
of Oz1 when the Wizard is revealed to be a somewhat
confused, bumbling, ordinary man without any magical
powers.

DEBT
The word “model” is one that has shown a
wide increase in usage in our time. We are frequently
exposed to references to models for business, weather,
architecture, archaeology, computers, electoral
results and many more. Models are representations of
what we think is, or is to be.
Consider this model and its application. On
a flat surface such as a table or desk, place a cloth
cover. On this we will erect three structures — a
house of cards, a tower of toothpicks and a column of
single, empty beer cans. Each structure is inherently
unstable because their parts are joined in such a way
that the slightest movement of one must impact its
neighbor, and any force is transmitted through the
entire system. Also key to their common instability
is the fact that at some point the addition of the next
piece will cause the structures’ collapse.
Such points are tipping points which most of
us first experience in childhood playing with blocks.
They are messengers for the physical laws of gravity
and balance, and are shared by our three structures
because they are common to all structures. The
instability of tipping points is an internal risk that
commences with the addition of the second piece to
the first. Eventually, although at different times, as
the building process proceeds, each structure will
succumb to this risk.
There is another external risk unrelated to
intentional construction. A passerby could nudge the
table/desk or a seated observer could move his body in
a way that causes the cloth cover to also move in which
case collapse will also occur. We have just described a
model of our national debt structure.
In two prior issues in 2004 and 2005 we dealt in
detail with our national debt and the variety of perils
it poses to our country and way of life, in view of which
we felt a day of reckoning was bound to come. America
is awash in debt today, and not just its federal debt.
There are also untenable levels of state and local
government debt as well as credit card, mortgage,
margin, corporate, installment and personal debt. All
these are interrelated to such a degree that in times
of stress the sum of the parts may be greater than the
whole.
From our view four years ago there was no
way to anticipate which card, toothpick or can (i.e.,
— housing, securities or credit market) might be
dislodged first, but it was readily apparent that the
course we have followed was no longer tenable and
would self-correct if we took no action. Writing in
our April, 2005 issue, we offered:



“We must be aware of the scale and
seriousness of our true debt. Its accumulation has
become a narcotic to which both political parties
are now addicted. It has the power to overwhelm
our government and way of life, and will surely do
so if we do nothing”
Today we still do not know the true dimensions
of our financial crisis other than to say with absolute
certainty that they will be measured by extreme pain
and hardship for many Americans most of whom are
bystanders caught up in someone else’s mess.

*

*

social security
This issue is unique in that frequent public
discussion of its changing demographics invariably
includes prediction of a tipping point at which time
the system will no longer be able to honor its present
commitments. Increasing population and longevity will
translate into greater costs that will not be offset by
larger revenues. This imbalance is worsened by previous
administrations having spent years of accumulated
surplus with the result that SS is no longer sustainable
under its original form and concept.

*

“ . . .the assurance that their destiny
need not be one of destitution...”

Again, there is a larger scale at work. It is
international in scope and involves our relations
and policies with other countries, and these are as
intricately bound together in the world markets as the
cards, toothpicks and cans of our model.
Our government and our corporate and
financial sectors have been prime movers of our
embrace of economic globalism; and yet they seem to
have missed one of its more evident aspects — that its
interconnections which can spread great rewards under
favorable conditions can also cause enormous losses
and pain when political and/or market circumstances
deteriorate.
There is no pleasure to be had from labeling
our government incompetent or inept, but for weeks
last fall it had the look of a deer caught in headlights.
The immobilization of our domestic and international
financial markets and the losses that resulted are
direct results of mismanagement and laxity by our
Congress and White House over a prolonged period, but
most notably during the G.W. Bush administrations.
The job ahead will require us to cut spending,
to start saving, to reduce our debt, and to return the
value we have lost to our currency. It will not be easy
and will take a long time. To do it right it must be
done with fairness and determination — no returning
to business as usual in a year or two.
We have suffered a severe stroke and our rehab
program will be long and hard.

*

*

This financial sleight of hand, performed by
both Republican and Democratic administrations,
reveals political cynicism at its worst and how badly
our government has been compromised, for, although
SS drew early criticism as being socialistic, it gained
steadily in popularity. More importantly, it completely
altered the way most Americans viewed the living of
their lives after age 65 by giving them the assurance
that their destiny need not be one of destitution,
that some funds would be available on a regular and
continuing basis.
The early promise of SS’s concept has been
so badly tarnished by its mismanagement that its
continuation as a viable program is now questionable.
Private and public sources alike now make frequent
predictions that in the span of a few decades it will
slip into negative revenues at which time its payments
to beneficiaries will fall far behind rising costs, and
the charges to new participants will be insufficient to
maintain the successful mathematics of the past.
Here is a threat to one of our key economic and
social programs in which a tipping point is generally
acknowledged and publicized. And yet, “government”
(i.e., successive administrations of both parties) has
continued to raid SS funds for other purposes and
has limited its corrective efforts to tweaking at the
edges.
It is this kind of failure that occasions public
outrage and charges of ineptness and incompetence.
While there is ample evidence of the latter in SS’s
management, the overriding dereliction of our elected
representatives has been their treatment of SS as a
political issue rather than one requiring a vision of
our national interest.

*

*



*

*

as we will see later, that is not presently possible. And
it has probably not been so since we surrendered our
nomadic way of life in favor of permanent communities.
The basic unit with which we are concerned in
the twenty-first century is the human being found in
decidedly different numbers, forms and circumstances
around our world. Over time, since its nomadic
origins, it has become a person or, in plural, people or
peoples. And this added humanity has become very much
a complicating factor.
Whether units, persons or people, their needs,
ambitions and movements translate into consequences
that are measured in money, violence, bloodshed,
identity, faith, war, sovereignty, health and other
areas that determine the form and strength of the
ever changing social fabric that is necessary to hold
us together in a viable society. Such is immigration/
population at its primal level.

ENERGY
Our energy crisis, unlike SS, has several tipping
points, which, either singly or in combination, can
face us with disaster. There is the point at which our
carbon-based natural resources first become scarce
and then are exhausted. There is the time when our
population has increased so much that it surpasses the
carrying capacities of our supplies of arable land and
clean air/water. And there are possibilities that our
enlarging efforts to develop new and “greener” fuels
will alter the basic natural or economic relations
between ourselves and our protective cover of plant
life.
For example, consider our pursuit of ethanol
made from corn as a replacement for gasoline.
The ethanol fuel production process has serious
environmental drawbacks, and its need for corn as a
feedstock has put pressure on our corn supply and
caused a substantial increase in its price.
Similarly, efforts are now underway to develop
a gasoline replacement from cellulosic plant fibre. Any
significant success and expansion of this technology
would require the harvesting of vast numbers of
plants/trees. As the latter absorb carbon dioxide (CO2)
and give off oxygen, their disappearance would have an
offsetting, negative, energy consequence.
The larger focus is that new technology,
increased population and more persistent marketing
practices have greatly expanded our use of energy
products/services. Air conditioning is, perhaps, most
notable, but there are many others.
All these are easily visible patterns of our life.
What remains far more difficult for elected government
to see is the inevitability of their tipping points.

*

*

*

*

*

Fast forward to our twenty-first century
America where immigration/population emotion runs on
high, and when differing thought processes, interests
and ethnicities constantly challenge each other. And
again the unit of population, with its ability to reach
into all areas of our life, is the basic measurement
which maintains a free translatability into others.
Last August the Census Bureau released its
revised population projections predicting that our
population will increase by 135 million by mid-century.
As Steven Camarota points out2, such an increase “is
equivalent to the entire populations of Mexico and
Canada moving here.” And, Camerota further states,
if we assume our present ratio of population to
infrastructure is maintained, we would need 36,000 more
schools, 52 million new housing units and additional
highway capacity for 106 million more vehicles.
Not to be forgotten is that schools, housing
and roads all require adjacent land to accommodate
their uses and users. America’s carrying capacity3 has
been estimated at 150 million which was our population
at the end of WWII. Today our population is 300 million
and will increase to 435 million according to the Census
Bureau’s recent projection.

*

IMMIGRATION/POPULATION
These two issues are so closely bound together
in their threats and consequences that we treat them
in tandem. They often appear as different sides of the
same coin — but are not, in reality, all that different.
In both, the critical element is what is sometimes
referred to as a unit of population — i.e., a person with
no distinguishing features such as wealth, religion,
race, location, intelligence or political preference
added. In the best of all possible demographic worlds
this unit would provide us with the means to measure,
study and report its movements unhampered by the blind
curves, trip wires and pitfalls of human emotion, but,

“Population is a process of silent
and powerful geometric increase.”



Any effort to comprehend the effect of such
rapid growth upon our society must include the

realization that for every added unit of population
we lose one acre of land to the various development
projects such growth requires:
2 + 4 + 8 =14 is an arithmetic progression
2 x 4 x 8 = 64 “ a geometric
“
Population is a process of silent and powerful geometric
increase.
History provides us with a way to look backwards
and see the effects of our and others’ actions. It can
also provide the necessary scale and perspective to
reveal the actions of forces that create tipping points
and the exact moments in time when they occur.
Because populations and natural forces are in
constant flux around the earth, it would be difficult to
isolate the exact event and moment which might cause a
major tipping point that would alter our relationship
to our environment from one which sustains us to one
that destroys us.
Still, as we move ahead on our present course,
we must know that just one more birth, one more
species destroyed, one more aquifer depleted, one
more barrel of oil produced, one more inch of rising
sea level, or one more degree of average temperature
could irrevocably modify, or even destroy, the balance
between our environment and ourselves.

*

*

*

Our view in America is mostly of immigration/
population as a national argument. It is more than that.
It is one aspect of a global migrant problem marked
by the movement of increasing numbers from poor to
richer zones. In Latin America, Hispanic natives move
north and join the Mexican exodus to quietly accomplish
the Reconquista (reconquest) of our southwestern
states by population.
In southeast Asia the economically and
politically weak try to enter Australia; and Europe is
the target of choice for all of Africa and the Near East.
There are three important learning opportunities for
the US in the way these patterns are playing out:
1) The European powers who admitted large numbers
of immigrants from their former colonies are
being repaid with violence and unrest, as major
civil disturbances causing extensive damage have
taken place in Spain, France, Italy, Germany and the
Netherlands.
2) These wealthy countries are the center of the EU
and are chosen by migrants for their proximity of
wealth, jobs and services. There is not a significant
migrant flow to Albania, Switzerland, Latvia, etc.
But, unlike their predecessors of a century ago,
money and employment are not all they seek, as
they now more frequently and stridently call for
substantive change, not to just political parties,



but to basic constitutional systems.
This push towards widespread upheaval is fueled
by an accumulation of political and economic anger
and envy, and, while the causes of these volatile
emotions lie in the home countries, their effects
are felt in the migrants’ new host countries where
they create a very difficult Catch-22 in that the
more migrants that are admitted in order to
resolve human, social and economic problems in
the emigrating areas, the greater will be the cost
of social, economic and political turbulence in the
new host nations.
Our country has not experienced the scale of
property damage and loss of life that Europe has.
For that good fortune, we can be grateful, but
it doesn’t mean that it can’t happen here. In fact,
given the state of our present immigration policy,
it is almost inevitable.
3 If we look at immigration/population as the global
problem it is, we find that Europe and Asia, are
zones where most developed (i.e., target) nations
make an effort to control their borders. Nowhere
are there extensive borders (like our northern and
southern) where thousands of new arrivals daily
walk across and start the process of obtaining
benefits and exercising “rights”.
In immigration/population, as in physics, any
exerted force will follow the path of least resistance.
As population, and with it poverty, increases in the
desperate zones, so will the flow of migrants to
developed areas. There, efforts to maintain or increase
their border controls will serve to move migrants to
those areas of least border control where access is
favored — i.e., to Canada and the US.
Immigration and population are two parts of
the same issue, each of which has its own tipping point.
Merely because of its smaller size the immigration
tipping point will be more readily discernible. There is
good reason to believe that this point may have already
been reached in Europe, but we cannot yet determine
whether events there are irrevocable and beyond
control. That is an historical judgment for which more
time is needed.
But we do know that we Americans are an
integral part of this global problem. And yet there
is no evidence from anyone in the Congress or the
executive branch that it is more than a local issue.
Today our country annually accepts more
immigrants than almost all the other developed
nations of the world combained, and the percentage
of immigrant vs. native-born Americans has doubled
since 19704. We stand alone among developed nations5
in continuing open borders policies which may bring
us to a tipping point before others. And yet there is
no vision, no recognition of this as a realistic threat

much of our planet’s food and water supply. This would
disrupt our global systems for their production and
distribution.
Such a dislocation, whether quick or slow, would
lead to a time when governments would not be able to
assure that food would be available for their people.
Along the way, of course, such mechanisms as markets,
contracts, prices and currencies which function only
by maintaining an element of shared stability, will have
also been subjected to stresses and changes to which
they will not be able to respond in an efficient and
profitable way.
This process is one of emerging chaos in
which the consequences of our planet’s abuse of our
environment are felt by all countries, all people. There
will be many voices that will deflect any mention of
tipping points and the notion that we can lose control
of our natural systems and resources. We have heard
this siren song before.
And remember Pilottown, Burrwood and Port
Eads, three thriving towns below New Orleans on the
Mississippi delta in 1950 which were reclaimed by the
sea and no longer exist. That was then and this is now,
and our environmental clock runs much faster.

to our society. Admittedly immigration/population is
an issue that rubs raw so many local political nerves
that most nations do not choose to reveal or share the
pain.
Nevertheless, it is there; and we have a
government. And any concept of good government
would view this as a risk to be engaged.

*

*

*

THE ENVIRONMENT
EARTH, AIR AND WATER —
THE FIRE WILL COME LATER
In using the term “environment” we are
referring collectively to a combination of natural
issues that have the ability to define how we live (or
die) from something as immediate as breathing to as
distant as evolutionary change. We include climate
change/global warning (CC/GW), species loss, air and
sea pollution and our persistent depletion of our
arable land and aquifers.

*

“. . . we have assumed enormous
risk for others and ourselves”

*

*

THE BIRD AND THE BEAR
We are not alone in putting economic concerns
ahead of caring for the natural resources that sustain
us. Other countries and populations do the same, but
our position as sole superpower provided us with a brief
moment of leadership which we have let pass because it
posed a challenge to basic Bush/Cheney ideology. In
the latter’s failure to understand the science and the
urgency of our time, we have assumed enormous risk
for others and ourselves.
With the exception of a handful of scientists
and academics, CC/GW has been an issue of note for only
about twenty-five years. Today, due to rapidly increasing
evidence of its accelerating effects, scientists around
the world recognize that our response time is shrinking
and that we may well have passed one or more tipping
points to which we may never be able to return.
CC/GW, like many other aspects of our
environment, is a global issue. The tide that floods
South Florida is the same one that floods South Africa
and we can no more separate it and package it for local
treatment that we can clean the air over Brooklyn, but
not Manhattan.
Here is what we must understand about CC/GW
for ourselves and others. It has the power and the
means to permanently change, and perhaps destroy,



Canaries, those ever-singing, seemingly joyful
birds, are used in coal mines to detect the presence of
odorless, invisible poison gas. Birds are placed at the
front of work crews and are the first to encounter the
lethal gas. When they do, they die. By their silence
they warn and save others.
The polar bear is one of nature’s most
magnificent creatures and the result of heroic
evolutionary change over its specie’s lifetime. At some
point, probably millions of years ago, climate change
or catastrophe may have isolated a group of bears in
the arctic region, forcing them to adapt to their new
environment or die. Following their separation from
their brown, black and grizzly cousins, they changed
their coat color to white and their diet from terrestrial
to mostly aquatic sources. Swimming became equally
important for locomotion as walking and, to facilitate
it, several physiological changes were made. The rear
end and legs were raised and the torso and the skull
were both narrowed. The result of this streamlining
was a smooth and silent swimmer, and an efficient and
fearsome predator in arctic areas.
Today, the polar bear population is in rapid
decline and will soon face extinction due to global

warming. The latter, acting upon both sea and air,
melts the ice flows, sheets and bergs which provide
necessary shelter, rest and hibernation habitats. As
this ice grows smaller in area, it also becomes softer,
weaker and unable to support the weight of bears at its
edges. To watch these beautiful creatures attempt to
climb out of the sea onto ice which repeatedly crumbles
is a sad and painful sight. As the bear cannot stay
afloat forever, it must eventually weaken and drown.
Arctic waters are now known to contain
substantial oil reserves and the oil industry pushes
strongly for their development. Any such effort would
further deteriorate the polar bear’s environment and
its chance of survival.

It is also about us. To think otherwise is a risk, a
hubris, so great that it must challenge our belief in
human intelligence.
The Kyoto conference was a first step towards
proposing an international response to global
environmental concerns. Our refusal to view and frame
it as anything other than a threat to our economy has
lost us the benefits of almost a decade of participation
and the significant credibility required of a sole
superpower.

“. . . we are not the timekeeper.”

We must start over; we must try to retrieve what we
ignored; we must catch up with others — and with the
clock, realizing that we are not the timekeeper.

“The silence is deafening.”

“Big oil” continues its “drill more, drill now,
drill deeper” approach to our energy/environment
crisis. In the past, in the corporate vs. species (ours
and others) argument “Big Oil” had the full support
of the Bush/Cheney government, but this seems likely
to change under President Obama. If our policies and
process do not change, the polar bear will most likely
be extinct by mid-century and perhaps even as soon as
twenty years from now. The bear is our canary, but
will we heed its warning? The silence is deafening.
The black (oil) and white (bear, ice) distinctions
of the polar bear’s predicament are easy to visualize,
but such clarity is the exception, not the rule, in
species’ loss. There are probably millions of species,
known and unknown, which must face the changes in air,
temperature, precipitation, light and food supply that
are now taking place on our planet.
These species exist in swamps, rain forests,
deserts, lakes, oceans and rivers; the topsoil of our
lawns, gardens and agricultural fields; and on the tops
and sides of our highest and steepest mountains. We
know neither their full extent, nor their numbers. We
do know that they are both prey and predator and are
joined in a food chain that does a surprisingly capable
job of supporting all.
Like our toothpick tower, can column and
house of cards they exist in a fine state of balance
and interrelation which, if disturbed, can collapse
into chaos. Because our knowledge of this structure
is incomplete, our measurement of cause and effect is
often faulty. And yet we know enough to know that we
have been given notice of vast change much of which
will be beyond our control.
Species loss is not just about the beautiful
polar bear that we can see or the elusive, as yet
unidentified, butterfly deep in the Amazon rain forest.

*

*

*

LAND AND WATER
The two most vital elements of life on our
planet over which we exercise a meaningful degree of
control are the land that feeds us and the fresh water
we drink. As much of these in our society are under
private ownership, we have failed to establish a policy
to maximize their public benefits. Individual owners
in different areas, all with their specific needs and
concerns, do not form a ready policy base.
The truth we have not faced is that our supplies
of land and water are limited and that the rate at which
we have used them in the past is no longer sustainable.
This is not just a matter of philosophy or way of
thinking. We are well along the way to exhausting our
natural aquifers; and by our practice of expansionist
economic and population policies we have greatly
reduced the amount of arable land available to us.
Our country and our planet are finite spaces
with a variety of resources capable of supporting
human life. The uses of these resources, many of which
are in limited supply and under human control, are
often interrelated. Some are renewable; others are
not. But this distinction is not apparent in our embrace
of unlimited and constant growth.

“Playing catch-up will
no longer be an option.”



We have tended to take for granted the great
abundance of our American landscape, but that is no
more a sustainable attitude than constant growth.
Our land and water resources both have tipping points
and, at such time when we reach or pass them, these
essential resources will pass from our control, and
life on planet earth will take on a new, and perhaps
unrecognizable, meaning. Playing catch-up will no
longer be an option.

*

*

financial drain of having to treat uninsured (and often
undocumented) patients is another. Add their costs
of having to provide medical care in the language of
the patient. And insurance companies have stepped up
their efforts to limit both doctors’ determination of
patient charges and the payment of their claims. This
has established an ongoing confrontation between our
medical and legal professions.

*

“ . . . our health care system
can provide its share of tipping points.”

HEALTH CARE
Another issue of prime concern to our country
is its health care program. The one we now have, and
have been tinkering with for several decades, fails in
many ways, although its original premise could have
produced a workable result.
Today, our per capita health care cost is
approximately twice that of Canada, France, Australia
& Britain, and we have allowed to be included in our
annual health care expenses approximately $100 billion
each for administrative costs and fraud. Again, “we’re
number 1.”
Why do we permit these unnecessary and
excessive costs? The answer is that our health care
system is designed to produce profits for some of its
participants at each and every operational step. Over
time, the profit motive has become dominant with the
result that benefits for patients and doctors have
been reduced while those for insurance companies
and medical/pharmaceutical providers have increased.
This shift from health to wealth has, of course, been
accomplished with congressional approval.
There is one other critical factor that is now
threatening our health system. Its costs are rising
at a rate far greater than those of our economy in
general. As it becomes increasingly expensive for
its participants, they will shrink in number and per
capita costs will, therefore, rise even further. The
Congressional Budget Office estimated in 2005 the
growth of Medicare/Medicaid’s share of our national
budget from 2% in 1966 to an estimated 22% in 2006
and 35% in 2046. This last increase amounts to over
50% and, in order to take place, will require the
reduction or elimination of other budget items.
There are many determined bureaucrats and/or
other constituencies, some at the Pentagon, who would
resist any such realignment of budgetary shares. This
is only one of our health care system’s tipping points.
Others lie in waiting while members of Congress claim
“we have the best system in the world”.
The closure of community hospitals due to the

Our system can be repaired, but broad changes
are necessary which the Congress can be counted on
to avoid. Meanwhile the prospect of escalating costs,
diminishing care, and expanding population assures us
that our health care system can provide its share of
tipping points.

*

*

*

IN SUMMARY



We have called attention to key issues facing
our country all of which have tipping points, and we
have been highly critical of our government’s lack of
attention to them. Our criticism is not of the snipe
and gripe, cocktail party type most people engage
in because of a specific act or ruling with which
they disagree. Rather, these issues can surely be
considered as or among the most serious we face, and
yet there is an absolute, collective failure on the part
of our government to be able to view them as essential
elements of our national interest.
The process of failing to understand our
relationship to our environment is one of long standing,
but the seriousness of its consequences only began to
be noted in the scientific community in the last half
century and has greatly accelerated in recent years.
There are many elements in constant motion
that, like subatomic particles, push, pull and collide
with each other so that their actions and reactions
become undistinguishable. This mix is composed of
dollars, population units, fisheries, agricultural
crops, temperatures, precipitation, flooding, forest
fires, desertification, industrial pollution, contagious
diseases, contamination of our oceans, rivers and
livestock, and other forms of degradation.
They are the tower of toothpicks, the column of
cans and the house of cards. They are all physically
measurable and identifiable, and they all have tipping
points.

For example, our national population is now
just over 300 million. If we increase at the rate of
1% a year, as we are now doing, at some future time
the added population will overwhelm the available
resources, the system will collapse and pass from our
control. If we increase the population growth to 10%,
the tipping point and collapse will be reached much
sooner. The same holds true for the other toothpicks,
cans and cards that form our environmental structure.
No great leap of reason or vision is needed to recognize
this truth.
And yet, strain and hope as we may to hear a
voice from our 537 elected representatives in the
House, Senate and White House make this connection,
there is only silence.
It would be fitting if there was a special circle
in political hell reserved for those who have been
given great power and, by putting it only to petty use,
mock the whole concept of representation on which our
government is based. Delay seems endless. Opportunity
is not. And somewhere between the two, tipping points
await us.
And there is another tipping point which we
may well have passed and which may claim as casualties
some of our republic’s most valuable elements and
aspirations. Unlike our previous ones, it does not
involve money, population units or measurements of
sea level or temperature. It is one of spirit, truly a
“matter of conscience”.
We refer to the massive, almost pervasive,
reach of corruption throughout our political system
and governmental bureaucracy. As we have pointed
out before, our national corruption has increased in
direct proportion to the growth of money and power
that we have experienced in our pursuit of the role of
sole superpower.
As with other departures from our historical
tradition, corruption expanded in the recent G. W. Bush
administration. It appeared in a variety of forms and
enabled many others. This corruption of money, power
and spirit works in several ways, mostly silently and
beneath the surface until it can no longer be contained.
Then it erupts in a media frenzy (i.e., Jack Abramoff)
after which the political ranks are closed more tightly
than they were before, and it’s back to business as
usual.
The prime sources of corruption in our
government in twenty-first century America are our
legislative and executive branches, and it is because
of their acceptance and complicity that corruption
has been able to thrive in spite of the fact that most
Americans prefer higher ethical standards. Although
corruption can take many forms, it generally fits this
profile:
1) Legislative — the normal course of political
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progress in our country starts with election or
appointment to a local board or office, then to the
state legislature and finally to national office in
the Congress. By the time the latter is reached,
the newly elected member of Congress can look
back upon a period of perhaps ten to twenty years
in which the critical element of persuasion was not
the thought, language or philosophy by which we
usually present high purpose, but rather the ability
of money and power to bring together separate, and
often different, interests and to be shared by them.
With more money and more power at hand in
Washington, the flow of power continues and
accelerates.
Sometimes it is referred to as
“compromise”, and sometimes as “the art of the
deal”, but what it amounts to is a “go along to get
along” method of legislation mostly designed to
provide specific benefits to small groups of local
interests usually identified as “constituents” or
“the American people”.
This crafting of our national legislation in a way
that keeps it captive to local interests/contributors
is corruption in its most lethal form. The essence
of representative government is that the people
have access through their elected representatives
to the nation’s laws and policies. With wide-scale
corruption in Congress, that access is effectively
deflected or denied.
In our Congress there are two kinds of corruption
at work. The first is the usual quid pro quo, bridgeto-nowhere (or bridges-to-everywhere) kind of
legislation. The other is much different and more
lethal. It is the corruption of individual and
collective legislative minds so that they are unable
to form a true vision of the national interest. In
a state, composed of as many differing elements as
ours, it may be difficult, but absolutely essential,
to be able to have a national vision.
2. Executive – the power of this branch can be used
in tandem with the Congress to move the machinery
of government. Unfortunately, since the Nixon
presidency the tension between the two branches
has increased, mostly as a result of various
presidents’ efforts to extend and strengthen
executive power. This is accomplished both through
outright executive orders and the less obvious, but
equally destructive, toleration and expansion of
executive power and political ideology throughout
the government structure.
As with other failures, these have reached new
heights in the second Bush administration in its
efforts to edit, dictate and/or restate scientific
opinion to meet White House ideological criteria.
3. Bureaucratic – The Washington bureaucracy is
host to many governmental departments, as well

as private and public institutions and associations,
all of which to some degree reflect the political
character of government.
In recent years, however, the practice of tying staff
employment and promotion to political ideology has
had a stultifying effect upon employee performance,
thereby reducing efficiency, has narrowed or
eliminated their national vision and rendered them
incapable of serving those whom they are charged to
protect — for example, the Bureau of Indian Affairs
and our Native American population.
Perhaps nowhere has this imposition of the
ideological imperative been practiced with such
determination and devastating results as in our
Department of Justice under Attorney General
Alberto Gonzales. Today, the DOJ remains very much
a flawed institution divided by serious morale and
personnel problems, and unable to perform its role
as the people’s lawyer. To rebuild it to a level of
professional respect will require considerable time
and effort by the Obama administration. The DOJ
is not alone, as there are other dark corners and
corridors of our government where the light of our
Constitution does not reach.
Our spiritual corruption and loss of national vision
are an ongoing process in which we may have passed
the tipping point, meaning that we may never again be
able to have or aspire to an ethical government and
national vision. Spirit is not easy to regain, and, as
in nature, ours may have been irrevocably changed
or damaged. Nothing short of a concerted public/
private effort will recapture what we had.

*

*

Responsive Politics has concluded that $2.4 billion was
spent on our presidential campaigns and $2.9 billion on
House and Senate candidacies, for an eye (and wallet)
opening total of $5.3 billion .7
Further focus on the presidential election is
irresistible and shows that the per capita presidential
expenditure ($2.4 billion for 131 million votes) was
$18.32. As we may tend to take excess for granted in
America, the shock value of such an amount may not
be readily recognized. We lack statistics for other
countries, but suspect they would be much lower.
Almost certainly a new, two year high was reached for the tedium level of the presidential nominating
and electoral campaigns. Endlessly repetitive rhetoric
by all designed to avoid making an error which could
be turned back upon the speaker left viewers/listeners
with the feeling (mostly justifiable) that what they
were being offered was stale, not newsworthy and
lacking the specificity necessary to make an informed
decision.
Ours is not now a good system for making
serious choices. It depends too much on spin, hoopla,
trivia, money and the manipulation of the voter, but, as
any change would have to have congressional approval,
it is unlikely that it will occur. Still, we can dream of a
time when the public might call for something better.

“ . . . These work better as the by-product,
not the purpose, of government.’’

For this to happen, and be successful, our
elected representatives in Congress and the White
House will have to be able to see themselves and their
roles in a new light focused on the greater benefit for
the nation — not political parties, or local special
interests or the election cycle. These work better as
the by-product, not the purpose, of government. And,
given such a transformation, we might once again be
able to view our members of government as leaders.

*

POST-ELECTION POLITICAL NOTES
The 2008 presidential election broke new
ground in several ways — some, perhaps, welcome signs
of what’s to come, and others not. With regard to the
former, the gradual erosion of voter turnout over the
past half-century was emphatically reversed.
As states completed their electoral certification process in mid-December, it was revealed that
somewhat over 131 million people voted as compared
to 122 million in 2004. In terms of percentage of
eligible voters, 2008 was 61.6 to 60.1 for 2004 .6 These
percentages are significantly larger than the almost
50% level of past elections.
And on the dark side we have estimates that the
cost of our ’08 elections have also risen appreciably.
For the two-year period of 2007 and 2008 the Center for

*

*

*

DYNASTICALLY DETERMINED
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Caroline Kennedy, who to date has shown no
evidence of interest in or aptitude for public life, has
announced that she wants to be appointed to succeed
Hillary Clinton as one of New York’s senators. As
there is certainly nothing like starting at the top to
assure success, she has chosen to eschew the hurlyburly of electoral politics and is now interviewing, or

being interviewed, for this very powerful and important
position.
We have not been informed as to the reasons for
this move at this time, but perhaps she was galvanized
into action by the prospect of our Senate without a
Kennedy due to her uncle Ted’s failing health.

including the all-important permanent convention
delegates, throughout the country.
G. H. W. Bush had similarly served as party chairman
and put the contacts it provided to good use in
obtaining his nomination for the presidency. Also,
Richard Nixon, after his meltdown defeat for
California’s governorship, spent the next several
years rebuilding his image and rescuing his career
by touring the country and giving speeches to any and
all audiences. State capitals were preferred locales
because more state/local officials and delegates
could be found there. He always devoted at least
one day of his many visits to this political effort and,
when the time came, he had the votes.
• 2016 – With Martinez’ help, Bush would expect to
obtain far greater support from Latino voters and,
as this bloc is seen by many as a “swing” vote, Bush
might choose Martinez as his running mate. Because
Martinez was born outside the U.S., he can never
become President and, therefore, the vice-presidency
is the highest office to which he can aspire.
But even if he were not selected to run with Bush,
he would almost certainly receive a high appointive
office such as Secretary of State, Ambassador to
the UN or, perhaps some other high diplomatic or
government post.
Jeb Bush had been expected by many observers
to run for the Martinez Senate seat in 2010 and use
it to seek the presidential nomination in 2016. This
use of congressional office as a launching platform is
the current method of choice as was evident in both
parties’ slates of candidates in the recent election.
On January 6, however, Bush announced that he
would not run for the Senate in 20168. In spite of prior
signs of wanting to connect the dynastic dots, Bush may
have realized that such a campaign, if it failed, could
prove a fatal blow to further ambitions of national
office, and that it would be burdened by two recent
negative factors — his controversial and mediocre
record as Florida’s governor and the mounting distaste
and disappointment over his brother’s two White House
terms. In both of these matters Bush would benefit
from the passage of time and its ability to mark them as
“past” and “distant”.
Well, there it is – something for everybody; the tarot
reader’s crystal ball, or the real world spinning its
way into the future? Who knows? All will be revealed
in time.

BEATING THE BUSHES
In politics, one act or event can give us a
suggestion of the future, of other events to follow.
Future viewing is not easy. It requires that we keep our
feet in the present and then bend forward far enough
to look around the corner and see what’s coming. For
fun, here goes.
Sen. Mel Martinez (R-FL) has announced that
he will not seek reelection when his term expires.
Martinez, born in Cuba, has immigrant credentials. He
succeeded a highly popular and committed Bob Graham
and has been a strong and consistent spokesman for
the very vocal anti-Castro Miami Cuban community
which has been successful far beyond its numbers in
exerting pressure upon our government and its policies
as far back as the Kennedy and Nixon administrations.
He served in the Senate while Jeb Bush was Florida’s
governor.
Jeb Bush, George’s younger brother, was
thought by many people with a political view and
interest, prior to George’s becoming governor of TX, to
be the Bush family member most likely to enter politics
and continue the family’s participation at the national
level (i.e., final destination — the presidency). This
progression suffered a slowdown due to George’s
gubernatorial success in TX and then his running for
president. Jeb stepped back and settled for Florida’s
governorship.
Jeb has a Hispanic wife and a young son who
speaks fluent Spanish and who has already been pointed
towards politics and mentioned as the means for
continuing the Bush political presence into the next
generation.
The Latino voting significance grows with its
numbers, and Republicans were disappointed by their
inability to capture votes from this group in the recent
presidential election. Enter a Mel Martinez/Jeb Bush
effort that might follow these lines.
• 2008 – Martinez announced he would not run for
reelection in 2010.
• 2010-2016 – Martinez works for Bush or some
conservative group or organization that will provide
him the cover and opportunity to promote Bush as
a presidential candidate in 2016. Remember that
Martinez served as the GOP Chairman and was the top
contact for state and local party representatives,

*
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The Bush and Kennedy families certainly throw
a bright light on the American public’s embrace of

President Eisenhower was the last president of
the old system which came to its end with the NixonKennedy debates after which all things political
changed.
The American people have lulled themselves
into a state of political suspension in which they fail
to do the hard work of attempting to decide the merits
and/or faults within serious and complicated national
issues. It is easier to consult polls, listen to 24/7
talk radio or TV or read the proliferating sources of
home-delivered direct mail, all of which create a state
of dependency which the mass media and our elected
representatives are all too happy to put to the service
of their own, rather than the national, interest.

politics by genetic descent. Caroline’s attempt to slip
into the Senate with minimum scrutiny was both awkward
and presumptive. Similarly, Jeb Bush’s anticipated use
of a two-term Obama presidency as a lateral pass from
brother George, after which he and his can restart the
line, is equally offensive to our system, or at least to
what it has been in the past.
Dynastic politics are dangerous in many
ways. They are alien to our origins and yet they have
captivated many levels of our political process. Why?
How?
First, they are a form of arrogance which
appears as a sense of entitlement — actually two
entitlements. The first is that of the dynastic family’s
candidate who assumes election should be his/hers
because other family members had previously held it. I
am; therefore, I serve.
This is not strong enough to stand by itself and
must be accompanied by the belief that the country’s
need for the candidate is as strong as vice-versa. This
is the second entitlement, which of course, is bogus,
but it establishes the perception of a need that serves
the country’s interest. Underlying the arrogance
of these two entitlements that operate in tandem is
condescension towards the American voter that says, in
effect, out of over 300 million people “only this family
will do.”
While Jeb Bush may have foreseen the difficulty
that would attach to a campaign for the Senate as
the result of the extensive failures of his brother’s
two terms in office, no such realization has come to
their father who, with an almost palpable sense of
entitlement, told Fox News on January 4 that Jeb “could
use the Senate seat as a springboard to a third Bush
White House”9
And just to make sure that the American people
know they can have another Bush president, “W”,
himself, had commented earlier that “his brother
would be an ‘awesome’ U.S. Senator”.10
This pressure has only just begun. In coming
months and years it will be increased in ways both
subtle and obvious. It is our opinion that the nation
has experienced considerable damage from the Bush
political presence, that enough is enough and that the
American public, via polls or ballots, will be able to
inform the members of this dynasty-in-waiting that its
mission is one that will not be accomplished.
And why do Americans accept this national putdown? It is because their first function — that of
determining who shall represent them in government
— has largely been taken over, with their consent, by
the relentless spin machines of our mass media whose
wealth, technology and reach dominate the political
process, and both parties as well.

“But is there the will to
overcome the media’s momentum?”
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As the prospects ahead are those of greater
numbers, more technology, more money and more spin,
it is unlikely that we will be able to take back our
electoral process without enormous and dedicated
effort. But is there the will to overcome the media’s
momentum?
There seems to be an unsettling, inverse
correlation between money/media and the quality of
our government over the past two hundred years.
As we turned from the eighteenth to the nineteenth
century, our primary medium was the printed newspaper
in a form that seems primitive by today’s capabilities.
Our government was purposeful and surprisingly
responsive considering the limited communications
technology available.
By the next turn into the twentieth century, the
media/money factor had expanded considerably due to
growing population, railroads and the telegraph. The
whistle-stop campaign was a marvel of efficiency for
candidates — train pulls into small town and blows
whistle; people stop what they’re doing and run to
railroad station; candidate gives speech from train’s
rear car and moves on to the next stop with the speech’s
length, more often than not, being determined by the
size of the audience. The unaided human voice did
the work, as there were no microphones. Meanwhile,
government had become more money oriented, and we
had undertaken to assume our place as an international
power — our “manifest destiny”.
Today the media/money element is dominant
in both the election and functioning of government.
Candidates can address millions from a studio, stadium
or auditorium. Microphones are pinned discreetly
to lapels and the messages they carry are instantly
combined with colored visual images. We have achieved
instant campaigning, instant reporting and instant
politics.

But our government has not fared so well.
The bargain it has made with our multi-media forums
bears a Faustian imprint. The debt that our elected
representatives owe the media for their election can
never be repaid. What’s worse is that the eye of the
media, the camera, knows all and can be persuaded to
tell. This combination of obligation and threat has
brought us to our present point of having a government
that has been driven to irresponsibility and fear of
engaging issues that go beyond local and ideological
concerns. Even when forced by circumstance into
obvious instances of national interest, government may
offer only lip, not real, service.
America will not be able to deal effectively with
the many problems it faces at home and abroad until its
government can take a close look at itself and find a
voice and identity of national purpose.
It should put aside its policy of avoidance of
increasingly grave issues, as this will only bring us
more quickly to the moment when we must face its
consequences.
While bearing the greater burden, government
is not alone in needing to be changed. The electorate
must also be able to see and feel the need for a
national vision, and the media must be able to take full
advantage of their unique role and opportuity to press
those who hold or seek office for specific answers and
commitments.
Our past strategy of avoidance is doomed
to failure. For example we have only to revisit our
political coruption problem. We are burdened by
two forms — that of the individual and that of the
process. These are closely joined — each one feeding
on and breeding with the other. Listening to President
Obama’s early statements, we sense that he would like
to be able to confront this problem, but recognizes the
enormous amount of political capital that would have
to be spent to attact support. And at this time we think
it doubtful that our political system could generate
sufficient capital to mount a corrective effort.
The question before the nation is whether all its
parts, but with government leading, can join in vision,
find the will, make the effort and return us to the
methods and purposes that we once saw as fundamental
to our national character.
This is just one of many challenges that face
our new president, but if he can start us on our way to
rediscovery, he will also have made our other problems
significantly more manageable.
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