NEWSVIEWS

West Coast Publishing

June 2, 2008


Table of Contents

2Congress should pass the Lieberman-Warner climate bill


3Passing the Lieberman-Warner climate bill would be disastrous


4The next President should immediately phase-out U.S. troops in Iraq


5The next President should not immediately phase-out U.S. troops in Iraq


6The Next U.S. President should diplomatically engage Iran


7The Next U.S. President should not diplomatically engage Iran


8The FDA needs more resource to protect against fraudulent pharmaceutical drugs


9FDA Resources alone will not increase pharmaceutical drug safety


10The collection of suspected felony DNA sampling is beneficial


11The collection of suspected felony DNA sampling is destructive


12John McCain offers the best plan for space exploration


13Barack Obama offers the best plan for space exploration


14The U.S. should unconditionally lift the embargo on Cuba


15The U.S. should not unconditionally lift the embargo on Cuba


16Text messaging while driving should be illegal


17Laws to ban text messaging while arriving are unnecessary


18U.S. should purchase local food instead of current food aid policies


19U.S. food aid policies should not focus on purchasing local foods


20President Bush Will Leave A Constructive Legacy


21President Bush Will Leave A Destructive Legacy


22It is legitimate to teach “Intelligent Design” as part of a science curriculum


23It is illegitimate to teach “Intelligent Design” as part of a science curriculum


24Obama's campaign will succeed despite American racism.


25Obama's campaign will inevitably fall victim to American racism


26McCain's Health Care Plan is Superior to Obama's


27Obama's Health Care Plan is Superior to McCain's


28Dmitry Medvedev represents positive leadership for Russia


29Dmitry Medvedev does not represent positive leadership for Russia


30A post-Musharraf Pakistan will grow more stable


31A post-Musharraf Pakistan will not grow more stable


32N. Korea's decision to turn over plutonium documents to the U.S. is encouraging


33North Korea's decision to turn over plutonium documents to the U.S. is a meaningless gesture


34Mugabe will eventually concede to the opposition in Zimbabwe


35Mugabe will never willingly concede to the opposition in Zimbabwe


36China's hosting of the Olympics will improve its global image


37China's hosting of the Olympics will not improve its global image


38Canada's role in Afghanistan has been successful.


39Canada's role in Afghanistan has been unsuccessful.





Congress should pass the Lieberman-Warner climate bill

"It's time for Congress to step up to the plate and tackle climate change. Any further delay is inexcusable."—Randall Edwards, Oregon State Treasurer

The Lieberman-Warner climate bill, or “America's Climate Security Act of 2007,” is set for debate in the Senate early this month.
  The legislation establishes a federal market system of tradeable permits to meet specific target reduction levels for carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions.  Beyond this, it includes incentives for developing alternative energy sources to reduce our nation’s dependence on polluting fossil fuels. Global warming has become a pre-eminent issue between environmentalist and policymakers. According to a recent article in Forbes Asia, “The ultimate threat to human survival is global warming and climate change.”
  It is this global challenge that the Lieberman-Warner bill seeks to address.  Against the backdrop of escalating pollution and global warming, this legislation is too important to delay.

This “cap and trade” system imposes strict limitations on the amount of CO2 regulated industries can emit.  Essentially, the federal government will allow for a certain amount of permits to be distributed to these industries.  40% of the permits will be divided and dispersed, with the remaining 60% sold at auction.  A permit allows a business to emit a specified amount of CO2.  If that business cannot meet target emission levels, they will need to purchases additional allowances at auction.  Likewise, if an industry exceeds the target reductions, they may then sell their remaining allowances at auction for a profit.

Critics charge that the bill’s targeted emission reductions are too stringent and will adversely affect the economy.  Initially, it is important to note the costs of not passing the legislation.  Inaction on global warming could soon cost the U.S. economy $3.8 trillion per year property damage from more violent storms, floods and hurricanes, as well as a host of other concerns that affect agriculture, consumer energy prices and international security.
  

In their criticism, opponents argue the bill will raise energy prices in the short-term by relying on development of unproven technologies, which gets passed down to consumers.
  Higher energy prices are also supposed to be accompanied by higher energy production costs because businesses will have to make drastic revisions to their operations to meet target levels.
  However, the bill was recently amended to account for those concerns and bring more Republicans on board.
  It now includes billions in transitional aid to businesses and consumers to cushion sort-term energy and production costs.  $800 billion will go to consumers in the form of tax breaks, with several billion dollars going to businesses.
  

Moreover, the bill offers new investment incentives for clean technology development that create business savings.
 “The analysis shows that companies that lead the transition to clean and efficient technologies will reap the benefits."
  Critics charge that these investments will drive up production costs.  However, experience with the Clean Air Act’s cap-and-trade system indicates otherwise.
  In fact, there is no real need for new technologies in the short-term.  A diverse array of alternative and renewable technologies can be employed immediately toward this end.
  Businesses can also find relief in compliance costs by selling their additional permits, which creates an economic incentive not to pollute.
  

According to the National Resources Defense Council, the Lieberman-Warner bill would substantially reduce our dependence on foreign oil
 and domestic fossil fuels by increasing clean energy technologies and energy efficiency.
  While critics decry the legislation on economic grounds, the costs of inaction are far greater.
  Tough CO2 restrictions are essential to motivating technological and efficiency innovation, as well as sparking new investment opportunities.
  Since industries have seen such regulations coming for decades, many have already begun to prepare.
  This legislation would reduce U.S. emissions 20% below current levels by 2020.  Essentially, America's Climate Security Act puts the U.S. “on a path that is consistent with the roughly 80 percent reductions scientists say we need by mid-century to avoid a dangerous climate tipping point.”

Passing the Lieberman-Warner climate bill would be disastrous

The Lieberman-Warner bill “runs the risk of doing more economic harm than environmental good.”—John Engler, President and CEO of the National Association of Manufacturers

America's Climate Security Act, sponsored by Senators Lieberman and Warner, promises to save the planet from global warming.  No policymaker should be taken in by environmentalist rhetoric and unproven technologies.  While reducing global warming is a laudable goal, the proposed “cap and trade” system is far from a panacea.  It is wrought with higher production and energy costs that will devastate the economy on multiple levels.

The “cap” portion of the proposal sets unrealistic restriction on carbon dioxide emissions.  Business and energy producers may purchase addition allowances to pollute through a trading system.  The European Union offers a sobering example of such as system and the myriad of barriers to successful implementation.
  Proponents point to the Clear Air Act’s cap and trade system for sulfur dioxide as the test case for effectiveness.  However, the technology needed was already at hand when the Act was passed.  In contrast, the Lieberman-Warner bill sets even tougher limits with mere incentives for technologies yet to be developed.
  There is no guarantee businesses will be able to utilize these technologies any time soon to meet new emissions standards.  In the interim lies economic decline from higher energy costs.

Even if these standards can be met, they will be accompanied by devastating consequences for the economy.  As business costs rise in response to new investments and efficiency reforms, they are passed on to consumers in the form of higher energy prices.  “Energy prices rise because energy producers must pay a fee for each ton of carbon they emit. The fee structure is intended to create an incentive for producers to invest in technologies that reduce carbon emissions during energy production.”
 This makes those businesses less competitive, losing sales.  The average consumer annual home energy bills could rise by over $700.
  All of this takes a toll on the economy, where consumers have less disposable income to buy the goods and services that drive the economy.  The result is a net loss of $4.8 trillion in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) by 2030.

Proponents claim investments in new technologies alone will generate economic wealth.  However, these would be short-term at best and overwhelmed by higher energy prices. The same dynamic occurs with respect to employment.  “Green collar” jobs are touted as one way the bill boosts the economy.  Unfortunately, higher energy prices would more than offset any gain in employment,
 with America losing 3 to 4 million jobs by 2030.
  

According to a recent study by the American Petroleum Institute argues that the “increased cost of production - due to the billions of dollars needed to purchase allowances to offset emissions from facilities and consumers - would broadly affect the gas and petroleum industry.”
  They argue further that these costs “could even shift three million barrels per day of U.S. refining production overseas by 2020, to foreign locations that would not be required to account for GHGs, as the U.S. would, if S. 2191 were passed.”
  If this happens, America will lose even more jobs and suffer even higher energy prices.  

If we are to reduce global warming, the Senate should opt for a realistic approach that does not bankrupt the economy by relying on unproven technologies.  In fact, these technological investments would actually have a perverse effect on the very technological innovation needed to meet emissions targets.

Pollution trading, especially when coupled with offsets, actually creates perverse incentives to avoid innovation. Under such programs many firms chose to purchase cheap credits rather than innovate, consequently stifling new technology development by allowing industries to choose cheap fixes which require no innovation and could have been achieved much more efficiently.

In addressing the need for cleaner technologies, we should not hastily rush toward abysmal global warming policies. “The urge to do something without a thorough and thoughtful analysis must be resisted.”

The next President should immediately phase-out U.S. troops in Iraq

“It is time to admit that the Iraq mission has failed and cut our losses. The notion that Iraq would become a stable, united, secular democracy and be the model for a new Middle East was always an illusion. We should not ask more Americans to die for that illusion.”— Ted Galen Carpenter

The failed mission in Iraq largely overshadows all other issues in the upcoming November election.
  In many respects, Iraq is worse off than before the war. Public services, such as sanitation and trash removal are sparse, even in the capital.  Too few are lucky enough with access to electricity.
  Even if repressive, at least there was not ongoing civil war involving an unwelcomed superpower.  After spending over $600 billion on the war in Iraq,
 it is clearly time for the U.S. to withdraw its forces. However, a full withdrawal at this time is both impractical and irresponsible.  

Most advocates focus on “phased withdrawal” schemes, which entail removing our troops in small increments.  Phasing out U.S. troops provides generally the same necessary assistance in various capacities, but is gradually reduced to zero. To be sure, these scheduled draw downs would each constitute a substantial reduction in the massive overall military presence.  

The recent incident of a U.S. soldier shooting a copy of the Koran could serve as a metaphor for war in general and its impact on Iraq.
  Beyond the average 800 plus U.S. soldiers dying every year,
 innocent Iraqi civilians were shot by U.S. troops in an embarrassing confrontation several weeks ago.
 The “surge” did not stabilize Iraq, nor achieve it stated goal of providing stable cover for the new government to pass the “18 legislative benchmarks the Bush administration called vital to political reconciliation. To date it has passed only four.”
  Moreover, violence has only escalated since the surge by inciting more anti-American resentment.  

Our massive presence contributes to further instability by emboldening Iranian nuclear ambitions.  The idea is that an America bogged down in Iraq cannot constraint Iran’s drive for nuclear power and weaponry.  Furthermore, the ongoing war in Iraq, and U.S. occupation in particular, risks “estranging an entire generation of Arab youths, creating a reservoir of antagonism that will take decades to overcome.”
  All of this comes at the small price tag of almost $10 billion a month!
  
Opponents are quick to play the illusory terrorism card.  But to withdraw from Iraq is not admitting defeat, nor is there proof any Radical Islamic groups would benefit beyond mere rhetoric.
  Even those these forces would claim victory over the United States, redeploying these troops to secure Afghanistan would sufficiently blunt these sentiments.
  Moreover, U.S. presence in Iraq gave significantly bolstered recruitment efforts by groups like al-Qaeda.
  Critics of withdrawal also ignore the exacerbating toll such massive occupations in Iraq and Afghanistan together have taken on military readiness.

Contrary to conservative pundits, withdrawing from Iraq will not invoke a doomsday scenario where the country descends into chaos.  Regional actors would have a progressive incentive to become cooperatively involved in security matters while the Iraqi government gains ground.  This is particularly true in the case of a phased-withdrawal.   

The U.S. has too many national priorities to sustain occupation in Iraq.  While there will be costs, phasing out our presence in Iraq must become an immediate priority.

Whatever price we will pay for withdrawing from Iraq, however, must be measured against the probable cost in blood and treasure if we stay. That cost is already excessive…Worst of all, there is no reasonable prospect of success even if we pay the additional cost in blood and treasure. We need an exit strategy that is measured in months, not years.

With all candidates advocating some form of withdrawal, the world will be watching in November for signs that point to the future of Iraq.

The next President should not immediately phase-out U.S. troops in Iraq

“But a powerful case can be made that it would also violate a duty America owes Iraq; that the duty alone gives us reason enough to stay...”— Jason Lee Steorts

Contrary to liberal critics, there is no quagmire in Iraq.
  The progress we’ve made in driving out al-Qaeda and Saddam loyalists to secure a climate conducive to establishing a new Iraqi government is advancing.  These gains make it possible for the upcoming small troop drawn down to occur.  The progress we are making demonstrates that this is not the time to advocate a withdrawal from Iraq.
  The fragile peace could easily unravel and spiral into a wider Middle East war in the absence of U.S. troops.

To initiate a full draw down now, even if phased, would end a dangerous signal of weakness and lack of leadership.  U.S. troops on the ground actively pursue hostile forces, including al-Qaeda rebels and Sunni insurgents.  Those efforts are succeeding.  

The number of daily attacks in Mosul has dropped at least 85 percent since U.S.-Iraqi forces began an offensive against Sunni insurgents in the city…Maj. Gen. Mark Hertling…attributed this mostly to the large numbers of troops on the streets, an initial curfew, extensive preparations and construction of new checkpoints.

Most recently, U.S. and Iraqi forces drove took control of Sadr City, a militant stronghold.  This operation points to the success of the Iraqi army in planning and deploying forces for stability.
  Nechirvan Barzani, Prime Minister of the Kurdistan Regional Government, described the brevity of such progress: “As Americans debate the future of the U.S. role in Iraq, allow me to say that America's mission remains vital to the stability and security of our region. A precipitous withdrawal of U.S. forces could be calamitous.”

Moreover, a robust U.S. presence remains essential to preventing an al-Qaeda resurgence in Iraq.  Absent U.S. troops, small cells can more easily develop and gradually expand their support base.
  The Mosul operation arrested over 1,000 al-Qaeda suspects in a long-standing crackdown on militants.
  With progress abound, why should we leave?

Even if we chose to leave now, several barriers prevent either a smooth or cost-free withdrawal.  In fact, the consequences could be devastating internationally.  Critics of the war point to its high price tag.  However, few realize that it would cost over $2 trillion to withdraw.
  If war has hurt the economy as liberal analysts claim, then a withdrawal now would be economically ruinous.

The pace of withdraw determines just how much it benefits Iran. “Getting out means admitting defeat.”
  Indeed, our presence in Iraq can only work to deter Iranian aggression.
  Signaling a phased or otherwise conceive withdraw scheme would immediately mobilize radical Islamic terrorists globally in support of a clear victory of the United States.
  Nor would redeploying these troops to Afghanistan resolve our difficulties there.

Regardless of the circumstance surrounding the origin of the war, we are there now and carry a certain ethical responsibility to the Iraqi people.  A full withdrawal at this time would sacrifice millions of Iraqi lives at the hand of sectarian violence.  America has been in this position before during Vietnam, which led to massive death and decades of oppression.  Unlike Vietnam, America is not losing the war in Iraq.  However, withdrawing now abdicates an ethical responsibility to rebuild and secure what we destroyed.

Militant and terrorists will flourish while the people suffer.  As a responsible nation, we should remain in Iraq until the job is complete.  While we might make small redeployments and draw downs in the future, the exit strategy put forth by Senator Obama is wreckless at best.
  A quick withdrawal is neither practical nor ethically sound.

The Next U.S. President should diplomatically engage Iran

“But if there is anything that has been discredited by history, it is the argument that every enemy is Hitler, that negotiations constitute appeasement, and that talking will automatically lead to a slaughter of Holocaust-like proportions. It is an argument that conservatives made throughout the Cold War… it seems positively ludicrous with the clarity of hindsight.”-Peter J. Scoblic

With the looming Presidential elections looming in November, Iraq often overshadows its neighbor Iran.  Events over the last few years point to a developing U.S.-Iranian cold war.  In terms of foreign policy challenges, Iran should rank among the chief concerns of the next President.
  

U.S.-Iranian relations have already grown as a high-profile election issue with both Bush and McCain referring to Obama’s position of engagement as “appeasement.”
  Bush went so far as to draw a connection between Obama engaging Iran and Nazi sympathizers.
  Obama clarified his position "engage in aggressive personal diplomacy"
 and decry their attacks. "He accused me and other Democrats of wanting to negotiate with terrorists and said we were appeasers no different from people who appeased Adolf Hitler…Now that's exactly the kind of appalling attack that's divided our country and that alienates us from the world."
  

Beyond accusatory campaign rhetoric, engaging Iran is not the same as appeasement.  Merely talking to Iranian leaders through diplomacy does not mean the U.S. would necessarily give an inch on nuclear concessions, terrorist support or Iraqi insurgents.  Negotiations are not inherently good or bad.
  What is clear is that the current approach of isolation and containment will hardly contribute to peace and stability.
  In particular, the Bush administration’s policy of conditioning any negotiation on nuclear concessions has been universally rebuffed by Tehran.
 

This policy is accompanied by the hostile rhetoric emanating from Bush,
 which only gives Iranian President Ahmadinejad a stronger platform to blast the “Great Satan.”
  Ultimately, the same hostile rhetoric on the Iranian side is largely empty rhetoric since he has no direct power over the military.
  When it comes down to it, Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons is hardly any greater risk than the situation in Pakistan and Israeli weapons would still act as a solid deterrent to disaster.
  Any state that acquires nuclear weapons capability inevitably carries a certain amount of uncertainty and risk.  However, the current policy of containment and the refusal to negotiate in good faith could be even more destabilizing than a nuclear Iran itself.

The first step in reversing the current course is recognizing a distinction between engagement and appeasement.  Our experiences with engagement with the Soviets opened up relations and precipitated the collapse of the Iron Curtain.  More recently, engaging North Korea ended their nuclear threat and animosity after over 50 years of isolation and Communist rule.
 Mary Shaw comments, “No, George, diplomacy is not appeasement. And diplomacy has not been repeatedly discredited in history. In fact, diplomacy is what has made possible today's modern globalized civil society, imperfect though it may be.”
 Indeed, engaging Iran in open negotiations is the most pragmatic means to achieving solid relations and averting any potential crisis from their acquisition of nuclear power.

Good relations with Iran would go a long way to resolve the conflict in Iraq and prevent any further assistance on Iran’s part to terrorist organizations, such as Hezbollah.
  If we are to make any progress on these matters, the nuclear issue must be discussed.  The most worrisome aspect of Iranian proliferation is not assistance to terrorists, but the erection of a model of nuclear defiance across the globe.  The prospect of a nuclear Iran makes its neighbor justifiably nervous.  In the interests of security, many now foresee a regional nuclear rivalry for which the US, they argue, must be prepared.
 

Given the uncertainty and instability surrounding the Iranian nuclear program, whomever is elected in November should open up to diplomatic initiatives designed to foster good will and trust.  This means reversing our current policy of threats and isolation and engaging Iran in diplomatic talks.

The Next U.S. President should not diplomatically engage Iran

"Some 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…We have an obligation to call this what it is -- the false comfort of appeasement, which has been repeatedly discredited by history."- George W. Bush

Iran is a terrorist state that consistently blasts the United States with inflammatory rhetoric and provocative foreign policy maneuvers, such as funding Hezbollah and Iraqi insurgents.
  Moreover, Iran is relentless in its pursuit of nuclear weapons to challenge U.S. leadership and threaten Israel with destruction.  Democrat calls for engagement are premature and reckless. Senator Obama’s pledge to unconditionally negotiate with Iran sets up U.S. foreign policy for decades of nuclear blackmail.

A policy of appeasement gives Iran the upper hand in any negotiation.  As long as they can hold such diplomacy hostage under the threat of nuclear weapons, Iran will not make genuine reforms.  In fact, many suspect Iran would utilize negotiations to buy time until nuclear development is complete.  They have become far greater than their Iraqi neighbors at concealing weapons and missile development.
  Appeasement guarantees the world will one day wake up to a nuclear-armed Iran. 

Indeed, Iran’s support for terrorist organizations
 and pursuit of nuclear weapons points to an inevitable U.S.-Iranian conflict.  Nuclear acquisition uniquely positions Iran to call all the shots.  Any subsequent negotiations for peace would be dominated by radical elements in the government at the expense of American power and legitimacy.
  

Moreover, engaging Iran only grants legitimacy to a repressive government.  As long as hardline President Ahmadinejad holds power, negotiations will remain unproductive.
  History provides the sobering examples of China and the Soviet Union.  Steven Bernard Groves and Barbara Lomas of the Heritage Foundation explain, 

The freedom of the Iranian people should not be so cavalierly discounted in the vain hope that the Iranian regime will make concessions on its nuclear program…Prior instances of similar diplomatic missteps lent political cover and economic support to the Soviet Union, helping to perpetuate its oppression of hundreds of millions. Over a billion Chinese still suffer under an authoritarian Communist regime in the name of détente. The United States should not repeat past mistakes by supporting authoritarian regimes and breeding resentment among people throughout the broader Middle East.

Even if we were to adopt a position of engagement, this would do nothing to advance the cause of democracy and human rights in Iran.  Their constitutional framework would still deny any form of popular dissent, essential to a vibrant democracy.
  The same is true for verifiable nuclear concessions.
 Furthermore, any negotiation would fail without substantial leverage.
  Thomas L. Friedman argues, “When you have leverage, talk. When you don’t have leverage, get some — by creating economic, diplomatic or military incentives and pressures that the other side finds too tempting or frightening to ignore.”
  Absent leverage, Iran will have no incentive to negotiate in good faith.

The dangers associated with Iranian nuclear weapons have already prompted at least 13 Middle East nations to begin their own nuclear programs.  In this sense, the specter of a nuclear Iran is making the entire Middle East a nuclear powder keg.
  Instead of rewarding Iran for its role in international terrorism, destabilization efforts in Iraq, and pursuit of nuclear weapons, the next President should stay the current course of isolation until they initiate substantial democratic reforms and halt their deleterious and wreckless behavior.
The FDA needs more resource to protect against fraudulent pharmaceutical drugs

“We need more oversight and reform within our own system, and that means ponying up for more FDA inspectors and better drug-testing assays.”— Claire Panosian Dunavan

As consumers, we expect the federal government to protect us from fraudulent and dangerous products.  Nowhere is this truer than pharmaceutical drug safety. The Food and Drug Administration is the federal agency that regulates everything we eat, except meat, poultry and eggs, as well as all of the pharmaceutical drugs proscribed by our doctors.
   Unfortunately, the high-profile case of Heparin illustrates both the dangers of unregulated foreign suppliers and ill-equipped status of the FDA.  Since we entrust this agency with an extensive responsibility of public safety, Congress should give the FDA the resources it needs to protect Americans.

After years of budget shortfalls and the flood of imported drugs, the FDA is “barely hanging on by its fingertips.”
  According to a recent report from the Government Accountability Office (GAO), “the FDA’s fiscal 2009 budget of $13 million for foreign inspections is inadequate — since the agency would need between $67 million and $71 million annually to biennial inspections of each of the 3,249 foreign drug manufacturers currently listed with the FDA.”
  This shortfall points to a systemic failure within the Bush Administration and Congress to properly equip the FDA to protect Americans.  Although the Senate Appropriations Committee approved a $275 million budget increase
, this piecemeal effort will do little in the way of satisfying the need for extensive resources at home and abroad.

FDA responsibilities can be seen on two fronts.  Domestically they are responsible testing all drugs imported to and manufactured in the United States.  Internationally, the FDA has safety inspectors in over 70 countries
 to monitor and coordinate host country efforts. Expanding both domestic testing resources and expanding the number of foreign inspectors is vital to protect the public from dangerous pharmaceutical drugs.
  In his testimony before Congress, Clive Meanwell argued that even if FDA can never achieve 100% safety, new resources are critical.  

There is no way to test every drug for all possible contaminants and adulterants - unless you have some idea of what you are looking for, you cannot test for it. But with its recent publication of two articles on contaminated heparin associated with adverse clinical events, FDA has shown that it is capable of performing outstanding interdisciplinary science very quickly when the need arises.

Likewise, expanding its program of foreign inspectors would allow the FDA to conduct source-point evaluations to substantially reduce safety hazards before the reach the United States.
  Both are necessary, but the disturbing case of Heparin illustrates source-point inspectors should have had the tools
 to prevent the resulting 81 deaths.
 Heparin is a blood thinner substitute given to over 10 million patients a year.
  Almost half the world’s crude Heparin supply comes from China, 
 where operations avoid often devoid of any regulation.
  Had the FDA fielded the necessary inspectors, there’s an exponentially better chance the tainted drugs would have been discovered before export.

The deadly example of Heparin demonstrates that small funding bumps are no substitute for greater foreign inspectors and testing capabilities at home.  Contrary to proponents of liberalizing liability claims against manufacturers,
 providing the necessary resources to the FDA obfuscates the need for those claims by addressing the issue at its source.
  The new Sentinel Initiative promises to revolutionize FDA testing.
  If so, it benefits everyone.  But in the absence of foreign inspectors and the recent flood of foreign drugs, this approach also treats symptoms, not causes.

The potential dangerousness of tampered or fraudulent pharmaceutical drugs demands the utmost attention by Congress.  Overcoming the disparity between domestic and foreign inspectors and increasing the quality and resources of both is absolutely vital to the health and well being of the nation.

FDA Resources alone will not increase pharmaceutical drug safety

"Even if the FDA's funding were doubled or tripled, its resources and ability to detect emerging risks on the thousands of marketed drugs and devices would still be dwarfed" by the resources of drug companies—David Kessler, FDA Commissioner

Whenever there is a problem with a government agency, a cry for more money is sure to follow.  Resources alone are insufficient to resolve structural deficiencies in government agencies.  Although the FDA is undeniably under funded and lacks the necessary resources to guarantee safety, the agency will consistently fall behind tactics of evasion and fraud, especially given the influx of overseas pharmaceutical drugs.
  Unless manufacturers take responsibility for their acceptance of overseas drugs, FDA testers and inspectors will remain severely stretched.
  Opening manufacturers up to liability claims creates a necessary incentive for safety.

The current Administration remains complicit with half-measures and addressing the symptoms instead of root causes.  Even with additional resources, problems within the agency will persist.  According to U.S. Representative Henry A.Waxman, 

As a result of chronic underfunding and weak leadership, FDA's ability to protect the public is plummeting.  FDA's own science board just issued a report that said the agency is so starved of resources that "American lives are at risk." But even with an FDA with more funding and better leadership, there would still be a compelling need for our system of state liability laws.

The recent case contaminated dietary supplements illustrate this point. The FDA found over 200 times the allowable level of selenium in the products.  However, this was only after illnesses cropped up in 10 different states.
  Additional resources alone would not have prevented the contamination.  Unfortunately, current laws shield manufacturers from liability suits.

Of course, no one should think FDA drug approval means that there is zero risk.  Even well funded drug trials cannot assess every risk to every patient.  For this reason, Stuart O. Schweitzer argues, 

Manufacturers thus have greater responsibility when production is streamlined or component chemicals are outsourced. Ultimately, the manufacturer ought to be held accountable for any increased risk of adverse events — though the recent Supreme Court decision has made it less likely that cost-cutting actions will expose companies to financial risk.
 

But it is the very fear of litigation and financial loss that would motivate drug companies to ensure the viability of their products.
  We know drug companies have manipulated products and withheld safety information in the past. “If manufacturers face no liability, all the financial incentives will point them in the wrong direction, and these abusive practices will multiply.”
  

Heparin provides an example where liability pressures could have made a difference in preventing deaths.  Even after the cases were discovered, the fear of litigation alone lead to scientific innovation to develop Heparin substitutes.
  It is sad to recognize, but corporate responsibility may only come when safety is profitable.

The FDA desperately needs additional resources to effectively carry out their mission.  However, even a measured success will not protect Americans from dangerous pharmaceutical drugs.
  It is time for the federal government to lift restrictions on liability claims against pharmaceutical drug companies. Senator Mike B. Enzi recently remarked, “The reality of the global economy is that testing every food and drug product from outside the [United States] is not currently possible, nor will it every be.”
  For this reason the public must be allowed to bring suit against drug companies.  Liability carries the best hope for transforming the business of pharmaceuticals in making safety profitable.

The collection of suspected felony DNA sampling is beneficial

"We are simply mothers whose children have been unfairly victimized by violent criminals….whose unspeakable journey has brought us to learn about the wonderful law enforcement tool of DNA…”—

Mothers of Murdered Children

One constant in any society is a certain level of crime.  In 2008 America, crime takes many faces and extols devastating consequences for society.
  Fighting crime today means utilizing all available tools to protect the public.  From rape and murder to terrorism, DNA analysis provides more precise and extensive analysis for catching criminals and preventing crime.
  

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) began incorporating DNA sampling into criminal investigations in 1988 through linking federal and state databases.
  Under these practices, federal law enforcement agencies collected DNA samples from all convicted felons.  However, Congress recently amended the Violence Against Women Act of 2005 to expand sampling practices to all persons arrested or detained for suspected felonies.
  This expanded the scope of federal law enforcement, which occurs in thirteen states.
  

These new samples will be stored under the FBI’s Combined DNA Index System (CODIS).  CODIS was authorized in 1994 and officially launched in 1998 to fully integrate DNA records from national, state, and local crime laboratories into one comprehensive database.
  CODIS dramatically expanded law enforcement capabilities at every level—from Homeland Security to small town police departments. The new DNA sampling laws further expands that knowledge base to encompass illegal immigrants and potential felons no yet convicted.

These DNA samples cannot be underestimated in their value to deter and catch violent criminals.  As one sponsor of the legislation, Senator John Kyl of Arizona explains, "We know for a fact that the proposed regulations will save the lives of many innocent people and will prevent devastating crimes…we should have done this 10 years ago."
  Indeed, law enforcement usually seems one step behind criminals.  However, DNA collection provides the necessary law enforcement tools to not only catch criminals, but to ensure their successful conviction.  “For many victims, DNA is the ONLY evidence available to police in identifying suspects. Without it in many cases, justice would not be served.  DNA can solve and prevent crime -- removing recidivist criminals from our streets.”
  

Moreover, DNA can fill any identification or evidentiary gaps in court.  The U.S. Department of Justice argues, “DNA analysis offers a critical complement to fingerprint analysis in the many cases in which perpetrators of crimes leave no recoverable fingerprints but leave biological residues at the crime scene.”
  Absent DNA, many criminals would never be identified, much less prosecuted.

These measures are not without critics.  Some feel it unduly infringes on privacy rights because it includes not only convicted felons, but those merely suspected of crimes.  However, The U.S. Supreme Court has determined these claims fall under a “diminished expectation of privacy” and the “special needs” of law enforcement
 in protecting the public interest that exceeds Fourth Amendment provisions.
  Moreover, DNA can exonerate innocent persons from false prosecution. Quite simply, waiting until after convictions sacrifices essential data for future convictions those suspected of violent crimes, such as murder and rape.
  Others criticize sampling for its potential for abuse, particularly in terms of genetic profiling.  However, the Justice Department has developed clear guidelines that preclude the use of DNA samples for such profiles.
  

In a perfect world there would be no need for DNA samples, or law enforcement for that matter.  But in the very real fight against violent crime, DNA samples are a make or break issue.  Citizens should join Mothers of Murdered Children, the Justice Department, FBI and all law enforcement officials in welcoming the latest tool in preventing recidivism and convicting those violent criminals that break the public trust.

The collection of suspected felony DNA sampling is destructive

“Society must be careful not to let the use of forensic DNA technology outpace consideration of the legal and ethical concerns that accompany it.”— Genetics & Public Policy Center

Recent reforms in DNA sampling guidelines herald a new avenue of government intrusion.  Everyone is concerned with violent crime within their communities, but the public overwhelmingly opposes the collection and retention of DNA samples from suspected felons.
  Despite unrealistic promises of guaranteed convictions and safeguards against abuse, public opposition is correct in wanting to safeguard against creeping assertiveness of government agencies at all levels.

The most recent law enforcement reforms allow government agencies to collect DNA samples from individual suspects that have yet to be heard or convicted in a court of law.  This is ironic at a time when Congress seeks to expand genetic privacy in others areas through the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA).
  Given the vested interest of government agencies in reducing violent crime, this latest measure is far from resolute in effectiveness.  The FBI claims that over 1.2 million samples will be added each year.
  Unfortunately, the state of testing laboratories guarantees a backlog, given that new resources to improve testing facilities were not provided.
  This reflects an overall reduction in law enforcement effectiveness.
 

Beyond the insolvent nature of expanded DNA sampling lies staunch public criticism on privacy grounds. According to the Genetics & Public Policy Center, DNA sampling and retention violate privacy in a number of ways.
  Primarily, DNA databases create a standing reserve of the most sensitive information obtained from a person.  They represent a clear government intrusion into the very biology of citizens.  If John Smith is suspected of a felony and is subject to sampling, the database can be used to profile family members as well.  

Moreover, law enforcement officials can analyze data from African Americans to create a racist profile of all African Americans.  The same is true for all races and ethnicities.  These become vulnerable populations in the sense that it is impossible for these citizens to protect themselves against abusive practices of the government.  This is the case with so-called “DNA Dragnets,” where law enforcement officials target anyone meeting a general profile, such as a Latino male in Eastern Los Angeles.  Proponents of sampling argue that guidelines mandate that these be voluntary, but those requested for samples may fear stigmatization or increased scrutiny if they refuse to participate in the “voluntary” operations.

All of this signals a systemic incursion of creeping social control.  A slew of legislative acts, including the DNA Analysis Backlog Elimination Act of 2000, the USA PATRIOT Act, the DNA Fingerprint Act of 2005, and the Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act of 2006
, have increasingly asserted government control and surveillance of its citizens. The philosopher Michel Foucault has written extensively about such measures as “biopolitical,” or statist control over the physical body to discipline a population through the production of knowledge about what makes a citizen “good” or “deviant” and the subsequent pervasive surveillance of the citizenry.

For Foucault the penitentiary technique has as one of its prime aims 'the technical transformation of individuals'… To reform an indivi​dual it becomes necessary to know not only his crime but his character as revealed in his whole life – 'psychology, social position and upbringing'. Biographical knowledge 'establishes the "criminal" as existing before the crime and even outside it'.

It is in this sense that DNA sampling and retention constructs the whole of society as a prison:  innocent and guilty citizens alike become prisoners "’frozen’ in space, so to speak, fearful of being caught doing anything wrong.”
  In a just society, the government should not be allowed to warehouse the most private and sensitive information about innocent citizens.  In America, we are supposed to be presumed innocent until proven guilty.  DNA sampling and retention shatters this notion under the guise of public safety.

John McCain offers the best plan for space exploration

"Curiosity and a drive to explore have always been quintessential American traits. This has been most evident in the space program, which continues to show great advances in human knowledge. However, we are fully aware of the inherent risks and costs of space exploration, and the need to mitigate them wherever possible. Based on this knowledge, let us now embark upon this great journey into the stars to find whatever may await us."—John McCain

For many, humanity’s future lies in the stars.  Thousands of policy planners and scientists at NASA work tirelessly in this pursuit.  In 2004, President Bush unveiled a revolutionary plan for returning to the Moon by 2020 and developing a new generation of launch vehicles.  Unfortunately, Bush’s Space Exploration Initiative (also referred to as the Vision for Space Exploration) is tied to Congressional funding barriers.  In fact, NASA suffers from chronic underfunding, which constrains their ability to meet deadlines and develop the new fleet of Earth-to-space vehicles.

The upcoming November election will largely determine the fate of NASA and our ailing space program. Space is increasingly working its way into the elections as an important component to issues such as global warming and national security.
  In this election, John McCain stands out as the preferable candidate to maintain U.S. leadership in space.
  Unlike his counterpart, Democratic front-runner Barack Obama, McCain would continue his support for the Bush’s plan for space, which includes extensive human missions.
  

Barack Obama’s presidency would largely devastate the Bush plan and our space leadership.  Obama would drastically scale-back all human exploration efforts to “train engineers and scientists who are going to be able to take us to those next new frontiers."
  To do so, Obama plans to divert at least $5 billion from NASA’s budget toward funding his education plan. Specifically, Obama targets Project Constellation, which is the mission for returning to the Moon.  There is no reason to delay this program another five years would hardly to train scientists that are ready and working now.
  This delay also affects the viability of the entire space industry.
  Returning to the Moon is vital to inspiring public support as well, further expanding budget constraints.

While robotic mission tell us a great deal about the solar system, alone they can only explore.  The Obama plan jeopardizes crucial experiments on the effects of space on the human body researched at the International Space Station.
  Without such research, all the science education in the world will not help us account for human adaptation in space environments once we return. Nor will human on Earth enjoy the myriad of “spin-off” technologies developed from the space program, such as “kidney dialysis machines, fetal heart monitors, programmable heart pacemakers, to name just a few that help Americans every day.”
  All of this requires continued human missions.

More worrisome is the effect delaying human missions will have on our overall space leadership. Frederick A. Tarantino argues, “Space is strategic for many nations, and we are in the midst of a massive internationalization of it. In 2005, China became the third nation to fly a human in space…A hesitant approach to exploration will cede U.S. supremacy in space to other nations.”
  An Obama presidency guarantees a delay at a time when action is so vital to our leadership.
  

For bold leadership to secure American leadership in space, John McCain promises to maintain the necessary funding and vision to support the Space Exploration Initiative.
  Human space flight is essential to that leadership.
  Competition between education and funding is a unique historical anomaly particular to an Obama presidency.

Barack Obama offers the best plan for space exploration

"We're not going to have the engineers and the scientists to continue space exploration if we don't have kids who are able to read, write and compute.”—Senator Barack Obama

At a time when test scores are plummeting along with America’s global standing in terms of educational quality, budget constraints require reducing programs without immediate gain.  In his quest to become a president know for advancing education, Barack Obama has developed a bold plan to transform education in America.  To do so, he proposes diverting $5 billion from NASA programs dedicated to extensive human missions.  However, with our continual decline in education, it won’t be long before we have a shortage of qualified personnel to maintain a space program.

Essentially, the plan space agenda would maintain the general scope of the Bush Space Exploration Initiative, but would delay most human missions for five years.
  Obama cites the massive cost of such exploration, especially in light of advances in robotic missions.  Over the next two decades, the Bush plan would cost taxpayers at least $230 billion.
  Robotic missions, such as the Mars rover, could accomplish most of our goals at a fraction of the price.
  

A fixation with human missions to Mars and the Moon are already stretching NASA’s budget.  NASA has become “so focused on establishing a lunar outpost that it has neglected the exploration of Mars as well as the problems of global warming and aviation safety… NASA’s plans for a lunar base could bog the agency down on the moon, stalling the goal of reaching Mars for decades.”
  Freed from dangerous missions for which our knowledge base is ill prepared, NASA would be able to pursue concrete results to address immediate problems.

For all his clamoring about Obama and his space agenda, voters would do well to see through campaign rhetoric.  There is absolutely no guarantee that a McCain presidency would fair well in the halls of NASA.  Rand Simberg commented on McCain’s campaign promises,

Sounds good, right? Well, there are a couple of things the senator leaves open-ended. It could very well be that upon gaining office, McCain will determine that taxpayers haven’t been receiving that “maximum return.”… If so, it could result in a major restructuring of the agency. What should be of even more concern for those who favor NASA’s current plans is the senator’s recent pledge to freeze all domestic discretionary spending as part of an effort to reduce the federal budget deficit.
 

Far from securing the promises of Bush’s plan, McCain would not only cap NASA’s already strained budget, but also continue the demand for costly and dangerous human spaceflight.  Together, the budget cap and expansive human missions would likely throw NASA priorities into chaos.

Instead, space advocates would do well to support Barack Obama.  One important factor to remember is that the actual timetable for delaying human missions is only five years, not full termination of all missions forever. Obama would still support the International Space Station, plans to replace the shuttle fleet and robotic missions.  However, he would place a greater emphasis on using space-based assets to addressing urgent problem on Earth.  He would also work with nations like China and Russia to maintain space as a peaceful zone devoid of space weaponization.

Education is a precursor to any long-term presence in space.  It is clear that if we do not raise the next generation of students to excel in math and science in particular, there is little chance of space leadership or a coherent space agenda for America.  Toward this end, Barack Obama would best serve the United States in our goals for space exploration.

The U.S. should unconditionally lift the embargo on Cuba
“It is time, finally, to end this counterproductive, nonsensical, and immoral policy towards Cuba.”—Stephen Vitvitsky

Since the late 1950s, the United States and Cuba have been locked into a virtual Cold War.  The embargo was enacted on February 7, 1962 after Cuba confiscated all properties of U.S. citizens and corporations on the island.  The embargo has been progressively strengthened, beginning with new restrictions after the 1962 Cuban Missile.  Several subsequent legislative acts strengthened U.S. isolation of the Communist regime led by Fidel Castro.  The embargo was iron clad until October 2000 when Congress passed the Trade Sanctions, Reform and Export Enhancement Act, which relaxed the sale of agricultural goods and medicines to Cuba for humanitarian reasons.

With the ascension of Raul Castro to power, Cuba’s Communist regime may soon become a mere chapter in history.  As such, the embargo is largely useless. Stephan Vitvitsky argues,

The embargo did have a national security rationale during the Cold War, as America was trying to contain communism and prevent a nuclear catastrophe. However, the Cold War ended in 1991 when the Soviet Union ceased to exist. There is no more communist threat and the United States is the lone superpower of the world. So the embargo does not make sense in the post-Cold War world as it has outlived one of its main objectives by twelve years, quarantining countries allied with the Soviet Union.

Unlike his brother Fidel, Raul Castro recognizes the necessity for greater openness in terms of political participation and the economic growth.
  With Castro out of power and Raul promising reforms, the embargo can only serve to hurt the Cuban people.
  

Raul comes to power promising social and economic reform.  Some of those are taking place now. He immediately released a group of political prisoners
 and signed two international human rights pacts.
   Since taking office, he has lifted the ban on cell phones and opened townhall meetings.
  Add to this the reforms he proposed under Fidel (which were ignored), and the signs point to genuine reforms.
  These reforms extend into the economic realm as well.
  In the absence of a Communist dictatorship, the Cuban embargo makes little sense

But without U.S. engagement, reforms promised by the new leader are unlikely to materialize. Susan Kaufman Purcell testified before Congress that “a more "normal" relationship between Cuba and the United States will help spread American economic and political values, thereby increasing the chances that Cuba's transition will move in directions favorable to U.S. interests.”
  

Lifting the embargo would create economic growth on both sides.  Parr Rosson, Professor of Agricultural Economics at Texas A&M University points to a massive boon for U.S. agricultural products, “There's probably a $1 billion market for U.S. farm products, and over time it could hit $1.4 billion.”
  The same is true for American goods and services in general.  It is estimated that billions of dollars in U.S. exports are lost every year to the embargo.

For Cuba, the results would be extraordinary.  Not only would Cubans gain access to top-flight medicines and technology, but Americans would benefit from access to Cuba’s markets and its beaches.

The U.S. should not unconditionally lift the embargo on Cuba
“Raul Castro only recently became Cuba's president. There is evidence in his past that he is capable of both reforming and repressing. Washington should therefore be watchful and willing to meet positive, measured changes in Cuba with positive changes in U.S. policy toward Cuba.”— Susan K. Purcell

Not long ago analysts speculated about the nature of a post-Castro Cuba and what it might mean for America.  The assumption was that once Fidel Castro lost power, Cuba would open up to democracy and free markets.  But although Fidel is no longer in power, his brother Raul Castro continues his policies of Communist repression.  The Cuban people are denied freedom of expression and basic human rights.
  While many see Raul Castro as an opportunity to spread democracy to Cuba, we should not be blinded by rhetoric promises of reform.  Advocates for unconditionally lifting the embargo reflect such absence of policy vision.

President Bush has been clear about U.S. policy on the embargo.
  He referred to Raul’s so-called “reforms” as “empty gestures” by a “tyrant.”
  Bush demands that the new leader make genuine progress on human rights and democracy, including free and faire elections. This is the policy of the US, and it must not change until the people of Cuba are free.''
  Allowing your citizens cell phones hardly constitutes freedom.  Toward this end, Raul Castro is an insufficient reformer.  

Testifying before a House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee, Nancy Menges described how the public still suffers from poverty and hollow promises of reform by Raul Castro, as they did of his brother Fidel.

While Raul talks of increasing salaries and lessening government control over the economy, his actions have only been reflected in minor changes in policy…However, in terms of how the majority of the Cuban population still lives, very little has changed. Food continues to be rationed by neighborhood block committees, goods such as eggs and chicken are in short supply, the monthly ration reportedly only lasts for one or two weeks, housing is limited and overcrowded…

As political cover for this neglect, Raul touts his favor for constructive criticism and debate at town halls.  Given the legacy of the Castro rule in Cuba and Raul’s apparent unwillingness to engage in free elections, should we not worry that he merely requests criticism openly to identify opponents to his regime?
  Recognizing the history of Cuba since Fidel Castro took power, U.S. policymakers should be skeptical.  Unconditionally lifting the embargo would only embolden repressive governance in Cuba.  Raul could liberalize the economy to improve living standards, providing cover for denying political reform and human rights.

While the embargo no longer serves its original purpose in thwarting a Communist threat, lifting the embargo is premature.  Instead, the next President should enter into negotiations with Cuba to discussion lifting certain restrictions conditioned on meeting specific reforms,
 such as releasing political prisoners and holding democratic elections.
  Lifting the embargo without conditions for concrete democratic reforms would benefit the Castro leadership, not the Cuban people.  The security repercussions from this are immense.

Without major internal reforms in Cuba, the Castro government - not the Cuban people - will be the main beneficiary of the lifting of the embargo, since it will use this newly acquired wealth to strengthen its hold on the Cuban people, to rebuild its military apparatus, and to engage again in supporting anti-American terrorist and violent groups in Latin America and elsewhere.

Gradually lifting portions of the embargo in exchange for democratic reforms offers U.S. diplomats the necessary leverage to persuade the Castro regime to pursue a course of peace and openness toward the world and its own people.

Text messaging while driving should be illegal

"When you're texting on your little box, everything is about focusing on reading or writing or pushing buttons…That is just an attention-sucker. There is not a way you can focus on the road and your device at the same time."—Rep. Steve Farley

Last December, A.J. Larson was driving near his home in West Seneca, New York.  While sending a text message, A.J. lost control of his car and drifted through a stop sign.  Just 20 years old, A.J. died when his car collided with a sanitation truck.
  This terrible tragedy testifies to the dangers of driving while distracted.  Text messaging while driving is a dangerous practice that should not be illegal.

Text messaging is a way of life for many teens and young adults.  They contact their friends to discuss plans for the weekend, vote on American Idol, or gossip about the latest at school.  The advent of text messaging can aid in communication and news about the world much in the same way cell phones let us keep in touch.  But like any technological innovation, it has to be used responsibly.  

Studies show teens are twice as likely as adults to become distracted while driving.
  Moreover, the National Highway Traffic Administration reports that during summer months when teens are no longer in school, they are even more likely to text message.  And because they are also driving more during these months, the risk of greater traffic accidents.
  Nazan Inan observes,

Suddenly it seems that text messaging while driving has become a major threat to safety, perhaps even more dangerous than talking on the phone.  Text messaging involves an elevated use of both the hands and the eyes. When texting, most people stare at their phones for elongated periods of time while driving.
 

Another study by the psychologists at the University of Utah concluded that “drivers using cellphnes are just as impaired as drunken drivers.”
  A final study by All State Insurance claimed that 1 out of 3 teen drivers would not stop texting while driving, even at a passenger’s request.

Unfortunately, A.J. Larson is not the only fatality directly stemming from text messaging while driving.  Almost a year ago, five recent graduates of Fairport High School in New York were killed in a crash were text messaging is thought to play a large role.
  The Police discovered a text message had been sent from the driver’s phone just before the crash.
  Across the country in Phoenix, Arizona, 18-year-old Ashley Miller crossed into oncoming traffic just after finishing a text message.  Ashley’s truck collided with Stacey Stubbs. The drivers of both vehicles passed away within a day.

Currently, only two states—Washington and New Jersey—ban text messaging while driving
, with 21 other states soon to pass similar legislation.
  In Washington, offenders receive a $124 ticket,
 while New Jersey residents are fined $100.
  Phoenix, Arizona
 and Suffolk County, Virginia
 also passed laws banning text messaging behind the wheel.

It’s time for state governments to create and/or expand their driving laws to prevent teens and young adults from text messaging behind the wheel.  Critics complain about the lack of enforcement, but we should not underestimate the potential for deterrence, given the history of seat belts laws. For some states this means broadening the scope of laws already on the books for general cell phone use.  For others, the creation of a new set of laws may become necessary.

Regardless, responsible governments in charge of driving laws and public safety have an obligation to take every precaution against another senseless death.  We should all should remember the tragedies of A.J. Larson and Ashley Miller.  The five young graduates from Fairport High were killed at what should have been one of the greatest times of their lives.  Parents, teens, and legislators all have a part to play in safer driving.

Laws to ban text messaging while arriving are unnecessary

Even though e-texts, e-tickets, e-memos, e-dissertations, e-dossiers, e-port​folios, and so on, are first sold as being the same as print only electronic, all of the significant differences soon show themselves, and bring along new, unanticipated changes in discursive and cultural practices.—Timothy W. Luke

Text messaging is a widespread phenomenon within teen culture across America.
  The combination of teens, text messaging and driving however, can become a deadly combination.  No one wants to see a parent lose a child in a senseless and preventable death.  But legislative action on this front is unwarranted.

Any time a preventable tragedy like these occurs, the public is quick to demand action by the government.  We ask the government to intervene to control cultural aspects of our lives that go awry.  However, many governments already have laws that cover text messaging through cell phone legislation.  What the public needs is not more laws, but greater responsibility.  

Even if states were to pass strict laws, it is virtually impossible to conclusively attribute traffic accidents to text messaging.  This was echoed by Sgt. Jeremy Landis of the Ohio State Highway Patrol, "It could be attributed to cell phone usage, but it could also have been caused by someone who was maybe changing the radio station or just not paying attention…We can't say for sure."
  Absent witnessing evidence of clear distraction such as swerving or a driver constantly looking up and down, police officers say catching offender text messaging behind the wheel is a persistent uphill battle.

To date, only two states outright ban text messaging while driving.
  Phoenix, Arizona also bans texting.  However, officers there tell the same story.  Officer David Dager found that enforcing the city ordinance against text messaging while driving proved too difficult.  He was aware of only one citation handed out since the law was passed.
  

It has been reported that over 20 states are currently considering similar laws.  Supporters of the Phoenix ordinance were hopeful that the state legislature would build on their lead.  But the legislation was denied for a second consecutive year.  The Chair of the House Transportation Committee that blocked the move argued, “More laws won’t curb bad driving behavior.”
  New Hampshire also considered passing a law against text messaging recently, akin to the New Jersey law that draws a $100 fine.
  It was also effectively ending any chance of a full vote.  The state legislature voted 15-9 to table the legislation.  The bill's sponsor, Democrat David Campbell predicted that “It's unlikely to be back.”
  The majority felt, as many state, county and city officials, that the new law was unnecessary because New Hampshire already has a law against distracted driving in general.

To prevent accidents by teens while driving distracted we should call for more responsibility and better education.  Primarily, teen drivers must learn responsible practices when behind the wheel.  It is easy to get caught up with friends and communication technology, but text messaging is an unnecessary practice while driving.  Parents should also take responsibility for safe driving.  Many of us learned to drive from our parents, where we learn most of our primary life lessons.  Parents should exercise their influential role in preparing their children to become safe and trusted drivers.

Those not taught by their parents often learn in driving school. “Better education in driving schools and a broader public-awareness campaign, similar to the "Click It or Ticket" seatbelt campaign, could avert future tragedies…”
 As a result of this public relations campaign, wearing a seatbelt is second nature to most.

With greater responsibility among parents and teens, there is no need to petition the government for superfluous legislation.  Parents should instead teach their children to become responsible drivers and petition school boards to maximize the benefits of drivers’ education programs in schools.  Each accident or death as a result of text messaging while driving is both senseless and avoidable.  However, this does not necessitate greater government intrusion.

U.S. should purchase local food instead of current food aid policies

"On the verge of a massive worldwide crisis it is unconscionable to allow special interests and bureaucracy to deprive poor and vulnerable people food…If there ever was a time for reform of the US food aid system the time is now, there's no time to spare."— Oxfam America

Global hunger and famine continue to ravage much of the world’s population.  An estimated 850 million people, or 13 percent of the world population, suffer from dire hunger. Every year, over 8 million die due to hunger and malnutrition.
  Africa might have been hardest hit over the last few years with the combination of poverty and diseases but contributing to and magnifying the impacts of hunger.
  Rising food prices have created a climate of desperation and violence.  Five different African nations erupted with food riots this year alone.

To assist those in need, the United States carries out an extensive food aid program.  In fact U.S. food aid contributed to over half of all global food aid supplies last year.
  But while the U.S. acts generously, it does so with many strings attached.  Behind global benevolence lies a strict pro-American agenda, where aid benefits Americans at least as much as those in need.
As currently implemented, U.S. food aid lines the pockets of American agribusiness and the shipping industry. Under existing rules, at least 75 percent of food aid has to be grown and packaged in the United States, and shipped using U.S. flag-bearing vessels. Unlike most countries that donate food, the United States sells a portion of its food aid, either by selling it to recipient governments, or allowing it to be monetized, a process where food aid is sold to generate cash for development projects.
 

These restrictions hamstring the effectiveness of aid through widespread inefficiency.  High transportation costs contributed to a 52 percent decline in the amount of food actually delivered.  Needless expenditures and transportation costs now account for 65 percent of the food aid budget.
  

Current laws prevent the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) purchasing local food with monetary aid.
  One of the largest charities in the world, CARE, recently refused $45 million in federal funding because U.S. food aid actually hurts the people it purports to help.
  Aid from the United States can take up to six months to arrive where it is needed.
  This approach is insufficient to address real emergencies where U.S. food is most needed. Furthermore, dumping American foods in countries disrupts local markets and agriculture.  NGOs sell the food in local markets, often at lower prices, which depresses production and displaces farmers.

Buying locally is not always possible or beneficial.
  When it is, agency should have flexibility to buy locally, especially in times of emergencies.  Purchasing more local foods would go a long way to resolving these high costs and delays.
  Moreover, this flexibility alone would double global food stocks and cut the U.S. food aid budget in half.
  U.S. funds would foster twice as much relief with lower transportation costs alone.

USAID should be allowed to make cash donations to NGOs in target countries to purchase locally grown foods.  Congress should no longer bow to the persuasion of the agribusiness lobby.
  Converting 25 percent of our aid would constitute less than 1 percent of U.S. agricultural exports.
  Our partners in the European Union have a solid history with such flexible food aid policies.  EU countries spent up to 38 percent of aid on local foods.
  

In the face of devastating food shortages globally, the leading world donor should stand out as just that—a leader.  Unfortunately, our food aid policies remain tied to an “America First!” mentality governed by disproportionate influence of agribusiness.  

U.S. food aid policies should not focus on purchasing local foods

“There is evidence and understanding also that food aid alone will not stop hunger…Giving food to people will save lives, address short-term hunger needs, but it will not, by itself, save livelihoods or end hunger.”— William P. Hammink, USAID Director of Food For Peace

Despite massive food shortages around the world calls for local purchases are both unnecessary and insufficient to resolve food related problems.  There are so many intervening factors that it is impossible to say one changing one structural element would fix the entire system.
  But for the most part, the U.S. food aid program is successful. 

President Bush proposed earmarking 25% of U.S. food aid for cash payments for purchasing locally grown crops.
  As expected, Bush’s plan was met with substantial opposition in Congress who denied the proposal.  The idea of substantially transferring food aid grown by American farmers to cash rallied powerful lobbyists with vested interest at stake.

Agribusiness and shipping interest groups have tremendous political clout, but charitable groups are influential, too, because they speak from the standpoint of angels…The farm bloc is powerful, but when you add these benevolent organizations, the totality of that has blocked change in the system.
 

Even if the President was able to persuade members in Congress that cash payments are better than direct food aid, most of the most vulnerable areas where such aid is needed have poorly developed agricultural sectors.  Bruce Odessey of the Department of State Information Bureau reports, “The existing program of sending U.S.-grown commodities has worked well…A lot of the product ... that would be purchased is obviously coming from countries that don't always have enough food of their own, and so it could cause food prices in those countries to go up.”
  Food prices are already climbing globally,
 it makes no sense to exploit underdeveloped markets incapable of providing enough food to feed the people in the first place.

Food aid alone, whether it be in cash payments or American corn, will never solve hunger and malnutrition.  Deficiencies in sheer tonnage, poor donor planning, disrespect for local cultures, resistance to genetically modified foods and uneven distribution are just a few policy issues preventing effective food aid.
  Beyond these policy issues, global food production is steadily decreasing under the weight of rising demand and global warming.
  Climate change also escalates prices by raising transportation and production costs.
 Furthermore, the Food and Agricultural Policy Research Institute (FAPRI) argues that fruits and vegetables, usually not given as direct food aid, play a larger role in increasing prices than corn and grains.
 
While we can mitigate the effects of climate change and reform the aid system, very little will change until donors address the root cause of famine and malnutrition:  domination of the means of production by large agribusinesses, poverty, and internal agricultural development.
  Cash for local purchases may become necessary during extreme emergencies, but these are few in nature.  However, “local purchases can also distort local markets, by raising food prices for poor consumers who do not receive food aid.”

In contrast, direct food donations keep hard currency in poor countries, and can prevent against spikes in food prices.
  No donor policy can account for all possible needs.  However, a sweeping reform like those offered by local purchase proponents is not feasible at this time.  Until U.S. agribusiness lobbies reduce opposition and target countries begin addressing poverty and poor planning as root causes of hunger, we should stay the course of action guaranteeing quality food aid across the globe.  USAID would best serve this end by offering development assistance for agricultural development and education.

President Bush Will Leave A Constructive Legacy

“Even unpopular Presidents often leave on an upswing, thanks to the end-of-term focus on statesmanship and because they look good next to those scrambling to replace them.”— Massimo Calabresi

As we near the end of the George W. Bush presidency, many have begun speculating as to how history might judge his administration.  Media pundits question every major initiative as items on Bush’s legacy shopping list.  History will judge Bush and his administration on two primary issues:  War in Iraq and the subsequent War on Terror, and the economy.  On these issues, it can be said that Bush is leaving a constructive legacy.

Iraq may be the most unpopular war ever next to Vietnam.  Although Democrats decry U.S. occupation and call for speedy withdrawals, recent victories in Sadr City point to not only the rising capability of the Iraqi Army, but the effectiveness of U.S. troops on the ground.
  While al-Qaeda is still a threat U.S. success in other parts of the country are pushing the terrorists into retreat.
 

…if Iraq continues on its current path toward stabilization, which includes recent political progress, Bush will be seen as a prophet. If America remains safe from new terror attacks, his national security policies…will be viewed favorably. History is all about perspective, and a little of that would certainly serve this conversation. We can't forget the fact that President Bush steered us out of a recession just months before an unprecedented terrorist attack on our soil took nearly 3,000 American lives.
 

In hindsight, success in Iraq and the fight against terrorists will overshadow any debatable motives for initiating war.  Bush’s quick administration of the chaos that ensued on 9/11 will be remembered as exceptional leadership.

On the economic front, may point to high gas prices while ignoring Bush’s role in reinvigorating the economy after 9/11.  While he clearly cannot be blamed for high gas prices set by foreign suppliers,
 he should not shoulder the blame for U.S. primarily generated in the aftermath of 9/11.  Moreover, Peter Grier argues, “Measured against the size of the US economy, the public debt isn't far outside historical norms.”
 

The centerpiece of Bush’s economic legacy lies in his fight for tax cuts.  Political Scientist John Pitney of Claremont McKenna College describes the role of tax cuts in Bush’s legacy, “Tax cuts will probably be the top element of President Bush's domestic legacy…They will have very lasting effects, because sooner or later Congress will have to deal with the issue of spending restraint."
  

At the end of his term, Bush will leave office with many agenda items left unaccomplished.  But issues like tax cuts and a major war against terrorism are the tings of Presidential legacies.  Even if Bush takes hits on the Farm Bill or the economy, and his approval rating are low, all bets are off when it comes to legacies.

Yes, he led us into Iraq and in many ways mismanaged the war in the early stages, but he is doing much better now. History judges wars on how they end more than how they are conducted. If Gallup had been around during the middle of the Civil War, Lincoln's poll numbers would have been abysmal. Now, he's universally viewed as one of the great ones.

Bush still has over six months to secure a positive and constructive legacy.  If success in Iraq continues to progress and the economy rebounds, support for the outgoing President will flourish.  In many ways, legacies only matter to two forces:  the President and academic historians.  But more that this, the quality of a U.S. President’s legacy resonates in the minds of the public as a lens through which history is read, seen, and heard.

President Bush Will Leave A Destructive Legacy

“Bush has never fully inhabited the role of president. He still seems to be impersonating a commander in chief, and he intentionally misled the American people to advance his own interests and agenda. The lie that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction is a perfect example.”—Dee C. Brown, Jr.

George W. Bush will surely go down in the annals of history as one of the worst Presidents in 50 years.  

From squandering international good faith after 9/11 to a hollow economic vision, Bush has executed wrong turn after wrong turn. Examples of these mishaps are more than plentiful.

One only has to look at the horrendous legacy of the Bush tax cut, a covert campaign to rig our tax system to benefit the very rich and cheat everyone else; his involvement in the Enron scandal; his increasing appalling environmental record; botched building in Kabul and Baghdad; profit for Dick Cheney's Halliburton; alienation of former allies; unprecedented challenges to our civil liberties in the name of war on terrorism.

Of these issues, Bush’s handling of the post-9/11 War On Terrorism and subsequent invasion of Iraq, and a failing economy will stand out.  Historians should not look kindly upon the legacy of the Bush Administration.

That Bush has mishandled the situation the War on Terrorism is beyond dispute.  After squandering unprecedented political capital after 9/11by engaging in a misrepresented war in Iraq, Bush brought the war to the domestic front.  By instituting the Patriot Act, Bush authorized widespread civil rights violations
 through action such as warrantless wiretapping.
 

Overseas, Bush authorized duplicitous human rights violations in Gitmo detainment camps, where prisoners are denied due process for years and subjected to torture and intimidation.
  But it is the war in Iraq that could make or break Bush’s legacy.
   

Regardless of who wins the November election, the next President will be plagued with the debacle for years.
  Tens of thousands of Iraqi civilians and U.S. soldiers have died and there is no end in sight.
  Likewise there is no doubt that Iraqi survivors are worse off today than before the war.
  If in hindsight, the war in Iraq becomes a triumph, it will not be because George W. Bush did anything but get us into the mess in the first place.

Another area that could easily doom the Bush legacy is the economy.  Partly because of wreckless spending on the war in Iraq,
 Bush has dropped the American economy into a deep pit.  “During his time in office, federal debt held by the public – Washington's equivalent of a credit-card balance – will have increased by more than 50 percent, to about $5.5 trillion. Uncle Sam will be paying interest on that sum for years to come.”
  This denotes a $2.2 trillion increase.
  This is also quite unique to the Bush Administration. Stan Collender comments, “Federal debt – that's the Bush legacy on the budget.”
  A similar dynamic evolves when comparing wages and job growth.  Bill Clinton achieved 1% growth in annual wages and 2.4% growth in employment.
 

When evaluating Bush’s record on the economy, War on Terrorism, and Iraq, it is difficult to arrive at a positive conclusion.  Whatever achievements Bush could claim during his presidency, these issue will cast a long shadow on the term “legacy.”  After eight long years of George W. Bush, the public is indeed ready for new leadership.  They will not forget being misled into support for a war under false pretenses.  The public will not forget extraordinarily high gas prices and stimulus checks that achieved nothing.  All of this should not be forgotten.

It is legitimate to teach “Intelligent Design” as part of a science curriculum
It’s ironic, isn’t it?  Those in favor of a purely secular view of science constantly lament that today’s students aren’t taught essential critical thinking skills.  But these same secular advocates wish to disregard a meta-theoretical perspective that has existed in Western, and non-Western thought, for hundreds (possibly thousands) of years: The concept of a deliberate creator or designer of the universe has been put forward by thinkers from Aristotle to Augustine to Thomas Aquinas to William Paley.  There are several reasons why Intelligent Design, a hypothesis that encompasses naturalistic theories of life, ought to be as much a part of a public school’s science curriculum as other similar philosophies of science.  

First, Intelligent Design is a legitimate intellectual tradition. Whether one agrees with it or not, the Intelligent Design thesis stems from a logical interpretation of the condition of the world and the universe.  It is the classic “teleological” or design-based argument for God’s existence.  That which is eternal must create that which is not eternal, and things that display purpose and order normally have designers.
  

These claims are neither offensive nor controversial. Survey data indicates that an overwhelming majority of Americans –77% in 2001—are concerned that science ignores values.
  Other survey data over recent years has indicated a general preference among around half of the public (sometimes more, sometimes less) to support creation-oriented or design-oriented options for science education.  That same data has repeatedly demonstrated marginal differences between preference for scientific versus religious explanations.
  

This wide level of interest and sentiment may explain the success of Ben Stein’s new documentary, “Expelled,” which has already grossed millions of dollars in over 1000 theaters in the country.  Stein, a Yale valedictorian, is only one of many public intellectuals to lament the lack of alternative viewpoints in the nation’s science curriculum.
 The success of the Darwinist model, such critics point out, is more due to the ability of evolutionists to lobby the government than the inherent superiority of their theory.

Second, ID belongs in a science curriculum because it better helps students understand the philosophy of science. The “save it for philosophy and religion classes” argument is ridiculous.  Meta-theoretical concepts (such as secularism) are routinely implied if not explicitly discussed in science classes, and such talk should be encouraged so that students can learn to treat science, cosmology, and philosophy as an organic whole rather than as separate compartments of knowledge.  There are many things that Darwinism cannot explain (such as the “paucity of intermediate forms in the fossil record,” as well as why life began at all), and other things it doesn’t even attempt to address, such as providing a positive justification for random mutation being the best possible explanation for changes in species over time.

  

Finally, most of the arguments against ID’s inclusion in science curricula are flawed.  To take just one example: The U.S. economic competitiveness argument, the argument that students need to learn science without religion, so that we can compete with the rest of the world technologically, is silly: Civilizations have historically flourished while being strong in both religion and science.  What the inclusion of theological exploration accomplishes, however, is to give science a value framework that will allow the U.S. to assert its belief in human rights, and will allow thinking scientists to be able to give reasons why violence is bad, and so on—values that are much more important than, and complimentary to, economic competitiveness.  This is the argument of Worldview Studies scholar Nancy Pearcey, who expresses her concern that in the Darwinistic worldview, “rape becomes a natural biological phenomenon...a product of human evolution” that cannot be morally condemned.  Pearcey points out that scientists don’t actually believe rape is okay, obviously, so they are forced to live with contradictory worldviews.
  The introduction of design theory does not undermine science so much as it gives science a value-based framework.

Those who would insist on throwing design theory out of the science curriculum aren’t merely throwing out “religion,” regardless of whether they think that’s all they’re doing. They are throwing out the history of both eastern and western philosophical thinking. In doing so, they are ignoring a growing number of thinking scholars who are calling for a reevaluation of the cold, unimaginative secularism of American science. 

It is illegitimate to teach “Intelligent Design” as part of a science curriculum
The newest assault on science education is a wolf in sheep’s clothing known as “Intelligent Design.” There are several reasons why it should not be included as part of a science curriculum, even if it is taught elsewhere in public education. First, Intelligent Design is simply not science. This is true whether you “believe” in Intelligent Design (hereafter ID) or not. Science has testable theories.  You can’t test the intuitive sense that a creator designed something.  When ID proponents complain that they aren’t allowed into science curricula, they fail to understand that they don’t “do science.” Instead, they offer a religious explanation for scientific phenomena.  It’s just not the same thing, regardless of whether you believe it.

Second, the charge that evolutionary theory is some kind of “religion” on par with Christianity, Islam, etc., is absurd. While it is true that evolution is accepted and intuitively understood by scientists and those familiar with the scientific method, this is not the same as saying evolution is a religious belief, taken through a leap of faith. What is intuitively obvious, in fact, is the very opposite of the ID movement’s main emotional appeal: that beauty and complexity in the universe requires explanation.  Evolution advocates respond by pointing out the many imperfect, unnecessary, and often counterproductive tendencies in nature, including in human anatomy.
  Any “explanation” a Christian IDer could offer would be tantamount to mysticism, and that’s the whole point of why ID is fundamentally a question of faith rather than science.  

Third, putting religious belief on the same intellectual plane as science will undermine the American economy. Dr. Arthur Caplan fears that teaching ID will threaten U.S. competitiveness by undermining students’ respect for science.  He points out that the U.S. currently enjoys an edge over the rest of the world in “synthetic biology, genomics, agriculture and the biomedical, oceanographic, geological and energy sciences,” all of which could be threatened by the introduction of oversimplified theology into a curriculum that needs to be rigorous rather than comforting.

We should also avoid falling into the trap of thinking this is an Academic Freedom issue. “Academic freedom” is, in fact, the Trojan horse of ID and, ultimately, fundamentalism.  The idea is that teachers must teach students to think critically, to give “both” sides, and this is conveniently defined as giving equal time to science and religion—in a science class.  Four states, Alabama, Louisiana, Missouri and Michigan, have “academic freedom” bills under consideration.
  

Finally, ID actually represents the beliefs of only a small minority of religious believers. Many scientists, in fact, are religious, are Christian, etc., and also believe in evolution. These scientists, who would have been available for Ben Stein to interview in his movie “Expelled,” were left out of the production based on the conscientious choice of Stein and co-producer Mark Mathis, who didn’t want to complicate their storyline (for a documentary, mind you) by including scientists with nuanced beliefs, or Christians who were evolutionary scientists.
  Among such believers are people like Dr. Steven Peck of Brigham Young University: a Mormon, Peck believes God created the world.  But he embraces both faith and science, saying they “need not be enemies.”  In this case, to borrow from Robert Frost, it may be that good fences make good neighbors.  Intelligent design, an attempt to break down that wall, causes more conflict than would occur simply through the coexistence of religion and science in their respective realms.
 Theories about why life began are fundamentally distinct than those of how life began.  They are treated categorically differently by our western academic tradition, and there’s no reason to change that now, particularly in a way that only favors one cosmic worldview.  In other words, send the curious philosopher to world religion or social studies.
  Those who charge that the secularist-scientific position arbitrarily separates the how and why questions overlook the availability of students taking philosophy of science and other similarly holistic classes seminar-style, in college.  In the meantime, let’s not make public school teachers’ jobs harder than they already are, and let’s not risk the further scientific illiteracy of the populace. ID easily becomes “stealth religion,” a way of describing and explaining scientific phenomena whose religious assumptions can be spun in circles linguistically and thus “less easily identified” as religious.  Worse, according to Sarah F. Gold in Publishers Weekly, its stealthy religion combines with a “relativistic interpretation of science,” an interpretation that sees all explanations as potentially worthy provided one narrative can gain power over another.
  This makes ID particularly dangerous to the scientific process. It’s just not worth it.

Obama's campaign will succeed despite American racism.
Barrack Obama’s candidacy for President of the United States is certainly historic. Many commentators, as well as ordinary Americans, however, fear that Obama’s campaign will fall victim to either covert or overt racism when push comes to shove. Reporter Max Blumenthal, for example, documents a wave of racially charged and “guilt by association with race” Republican attack ads in various campaigns this year.
 Others point to the racially charged comments of Obama’s primary competitor, Hillary Clinton. Despite these worries (and in a sense, because of them), there are several reasons to believe Obama’s campaign will overcome American racism.

First, the data collected so far gives a lot of reason for hope. Although some point to increased incidents of racism in the campaign season, and others fear latent and silent racial attitudes to marginalize Obama, the statistics so far suggest the opposite.  Obama not only won over most white voters in Virginia (along with New Mexico, Wisconsin, Illinois and Utah) but he had a range of 56-64% of the white male vote in several of those states and others.

The second reason to remain optimistic lies in the unique nature of Obama’s campaign rhetoric. Barrack Obama is going to mount an aggressive, policy-based campaign.  Regardless of whether some of his more honest critics think he’s short on details, Obama plans to hold McCain’s feet to the fire on the Republican nominee’s history of financial scandal, lobbyist hypocrisy, and policies such as gasoline tax cuts and health insurance privatization.
 

Obama himself takes a new and fresh approach to racial issues, urging voters not to label whites as racists without understanding that their “resentments are grounded in legitimate concerns” regarding economic decline and the fear of crime.
  The media and voters are impressed with his ability to build bridges and give speeches that contextualize both “black anger” and “white resentment.”
 Some of Obama’s critics from the left go so far as to accuse him of “downplaying” race issues in order to make white voters more comfortable. If this is true (and it’s not entirely clear that it is), it’s a strategy that appears to be working.

One of the reasons for the fear of racism undermining Obama’s chances (in an election year where, after all, even a much weaker candidate could probably beat McCain) lies in the historical magnitude of Obama’s nomination.  As Eugene Kane says, an Obama nomination signals a true “changing of the guard” with regard to race; if he is elected President, “the roof of possibilities for people of color will have been blown off.”
  But as the title of Kane’s essay points out, “an Obama victory won’t end racism,” and we’ll still have “suspicious police shootings, racial profiling, claims of discrimination, ugly hate crimes.”
 This is important, because one of the ways we can transcend racism in this election is to not pretend that we are “solving” all racism merely by electing Barrack Obama as President.

Finally, the African-American turnout will more than cancel out the white racist vote.  One statistician predicts that if the same African-American turnout numbers received by Obama in the primaries occurs on election day, he could win as many as 350 electoral votes.
  It would be a crush over McCain.  Even if that prediction is excessively optimistic for Obama, it’s still true that there will be a record number of new voters in this election, and they’ll be voting for Obama.

In his now-famous speech on racial issues, Obama proclaimed: “I have asserted a firm conviction—a conviction rooted in my faith in God and my faith in the American people—that working together we can move beyond some of our old racial wounds, and that in fact we have no choice if we are to continue on the path of a more perfect union.”
 Most Americans, in fact, perhaps the “vast majority,” as political moderate blogger Joe Windish opines, are not racist.
  

One thing is certain: We are in the midst of one of the most honest and blatant national conversations about race and racism in the history of our Republic. Most conscientious whites are not merely questioning social conventions, but also questioning themselves and their own prejudices. It may be, in fact, that the most encouraging thing about battling racism in American politics is how afraid we really are of being racist.  

Obama's campaign will inevitably fall victim to American racism
"Mr. Obama doesn’t have much of a chance here because they will not vote for a black man in West Virginia, and they can’t stand the thoughts of a black man telling a white man what to do."

"You know I didn’t vote for no colored."

These were just a couple of comments recorded in West Virginia prior to the 2008 Democratic Primary there.  Although Hillary Clinton’s victory in West Virginia—a victory that clearly reflected at least some racism—was not enough to stop Barrack Obama’s momentum, it revealed a dark underside of American politics and culture: unmitigated racism, four decades after the Civil Rights Act, five decades after Brown v Board of Education, six decades after African Americans first started agitating in earnest for humanness in American society.  This racism often doesn’t announce itself, doesn’t “speak its name” publicly, in a political culture where the “right” people, the “educated” people know better.  But because a substantial portion of America remains uneducated, and because the malaise of economic crisis can render even those who should know better longing for scapegoats, there are several reasons to worry about Obama’s chances in November, and those reasons are related to the mostly-quiet racism of ignorant or cynical white voters.

The first reason to be concerned is that there is simply a great deal of overt, blatant racism being directed against Obama and his supporters. Long before he was the Democratic frontrunner, Barrack Obama was offered Secret Service protection because of racially-motivated threats.
 Activists and hate watch groups report that the number of internet-based hate epithets has grown exponentially in response to Obama’s candidacy.  This is the “come out of the woodwork” phenomenon, when we realize just how many racists are still left in the nation.
  Similarly, Obama volunteers have reported encounters with voters openly spewing racial epithets.



The second, more important reason to fear the ugly side of this campaign has to do with covert, semi-conscious, “code-based” racism. This is when Obama’s political rivals, and others, use tactics and appeals that play upon the racism that people are unwilling to admit they have. Consciously or unconsciously, many whites will “use” various controversies to spin a legitimate reason to vote against Obama, to vindicate their discomfort with a black candidate.  Searching for an “acceptable” reason, they may find any one of a number.
 Although many people were shocked (or feigned shock) at Hillary Clinton’s comments in her interview with USA Today, it represented the use of code words that, although clumsy and transparent in that instance, are typically deployed with a little more nuance.  Voters will hear about hard working rural workers, “law and order,” that sort of thing.
  Indeed, many commentators have noticed that when Hillary supporters, and media analysts, refer to the “working class” in the context of “Can Obama win the working class,” those people are clearly talking about the white working class.
  Other commentators refer to “old fashioned racism” as a liability for Obama.
 Even white Christian leaders acknowledge that racist appeals are being used against Obama.

There is no reason to believe Republican strategists will not stoop lower than Clinton herself did.  Indeed, as some Republican insiders have pointed out, Lee Atwater, who gave the world “Willie Horton” ads against Michael Dukakis in 1988, repented of it on his deathbed, but this hasn’t stopped subsequent strategists from implying even worse against politicians like Harold Ford Jr. in Missouri. The race card, for Republicans, “works.”  Americans tend to keep doing things that work.
 Obama’s edge among educated white voters fades fast the older such workers get.  His numbers among those 60 and older are, in the words of one writer, “appallingly bad,” and this is a category that McCain may easily edge him on.
 That poor and disenfranchised whites might respond that way (when they haven’t truly been taught any differently by a media all-too-eager to stereotype) is hardly surprising. Whites without a college degree account for just under half of the population, and this is a group that’s been marginalized economically and culturally (we like to call them “rednecks” and laugh at them), but without the hope-laden ideologies of Black Nationalism or multiculturalism to help them out.
  

Wishful thinking will not overcome the cold, hard reality of American politics. As hopeful and world-changing as Obama’s candidacy is, there may simply be too much fear of a Black President among white Americans, for whatever reason, for Obama to ultimately triumph.

McCain's Health Care Plan is Superior to Obama's

Republican Presidential candidate John McCain proposes providing all Americans with a $2,500 health insurance tax credit for individuals, and $5,000 tax credit for families.  This tax credit is meant to be used to make insurance on the open market more affordable.
 Health savings accounts, another aspect of McCain’s proposal, would be tax-preferred accounts that could be used to pay insurance premiums and other costs associated with health care.
  McCain also proposes severing health insurance from employers and turning it over to the individuals and families who would receive his tax credits. There are several reasons to prefer McCain’s proposal to that of his Democratic opponent, Barrack Obama.

First, McCain’s market-based approach is justified because the extent of the health insurance “crisis” has been seriously exaggerated. We commonly hear that 47 million Americans lack health insurance. The actual statistics are very revealing on that point. Over half of those people are either not “Americans” at all (they are resident aliens) or are young people who choose not to purchase health insurance. Since the crisis is not nearly as significant as the left claims, it is reasonable to prefer market-based approaches rather than government control.

Second, McCain’s plan would significantly lower health care costs by utilizing market competition. Writing for the Houston Chronicle, Michael Tanner explains that the plan’s most important aspect is that it would allow people to purchase insurance across state lines, which would increase competition, thereby driving the cost of insurance down.
 Moreover, severing health insurance from employment would similarly lower costs, and afford more flexibility for individuals. Currently, health insurance is tied to employment. This is impractical because today’s labor force is much more mobile than it was fifty years ago. People change jobs, sometimes half a dozen times, throughout their adult life. Therefore, individuals rather than companies should control health insurance.
 An additional problem with employer-based insurance is that the current market favors those employer-based plans, hurting the self-employed, small businesses, and the self-insured. McCain’s plan would change this, favoring individuals who can choose between many different health care plans, to find the one that’s right for them and their families.  McCain also adds tort reform to this package, meaning health care costs will presumably decrease as malpractice premiums decrease.
 It’s also important to remember that McCain’s plan would not completely eliminate employer-based health insurance. It simply allows people to opt out of that insurance if they so choose.

Finally, Barrack Obama’s plan is seriously flawed. It would drive up costs by entrenching the notion that the government should require insurance companies to provide coverage to people regardless of their condition. The end result would actually be less coverage, even to poor and sick people who need it most. According to economist Paul Krugman, Obama’s plan contains a serious flaw that will drive health care costs up. Because Obama doesn’t plan on mandating people to have health insurance, Krugman writes,

healthy people could choose not to buy insurance — then sign up for it if they developed health problems later. Insurance companies couldn’t turn them away, because Mr. Obama’s plan, like those of his rivals, requires that insurers offer the same policy to everyone. As a result, people who did the right thing and bought insurance when they were healthy would end up subsidizing those who didn’t sign up for insurance until or unless they needed medical care.

In other words, contrary to what Obama believes, there is no evidence to suggest that people will buy insurance merely if it becomes “affordable,” whatever that might mean. Instead, they will opt out of buying insurance until they’re sick, and then, because insurance companies will be required to cover pre-existing conditions, premiums will increase for everyone.
 The Wall Street Journal concurs, pointing out that approaches that “mandate” companies to provide coverage drive up premiums for everyone—including those currently priced out of coverage.
 

McCain’s proposal makes more sense than Obama’s because it maximizes individual choice: Whenever markets are faced with that level of consumer choice, prices go down, not up. McCain’s tax credits demonstrate that he doesn’t want to leave anyone out in the cold. He simply prefers a system where companies will be forced to compete for their clientele. History proves that this system works better than state control. 

Obama's Health Care Plan is Superior to McCain's
Like many other aspects of Barack Obama’s presidential candidacy, his health care proposals seem ambitious and optimistic. It would be a mistake, however, to assume that they lack in either detail or realism. Obama proposes several steps to make health care more affordable and comprehensive, but it is important to remember that he does so in the context of wanting to bring all parties to the table—doctors, patients, health insurance companies, hospitals, and the like—rather than imposing an unrealistic “single payer” system (something he will undoubtedly be accused of by the right). We should not underestimate the significance of bringing all parties to the table.
 

Obama proposes, among other things, to create a National Health Insurance Exchange, which will both regulate the costs of private insurance and create a new option, public health insurance. The public and private realms of insurance will not compete with one another. Instead, the disadvantaged can subscribe to the public plan, while those who can afford insurance already can keep their private insurance, but with the prices kept low by increased regulations.

There are several reasons to prefer Senator Obama’s health care proposals to that of his Republican rival, Senator John McCain. First, Obama’s plan will result in significantly more coverage for Americans, including some of the most vulnerable groups. Obama’s plan lowers premiums for those already possessing health insurance, but mandates that companies cover those who do not have insurance. It will expand eligibility for Medicaid and SCHIP programs, but it will also require Americans to pay premiums rather than simply giving insurance away for free. Finally, it eliminates the ability of companies to turn people away for pre-existing conditions.
 Perhaps most importantly, Obama will mandate that children be insured no matter what.
 This is simply an irrefutably good idea. Not only does it make moral sense because children are non-voting agents in society who should not have to suffer for the choices of adults, but it also makes pragmatic sense because it will save costs on catastrophic or serious treatments in the long run.

Second, Obama’s plan will significantly lower health care costs. According to analysis by Reuters, Obama’s program will allow individuals and small businesses, who are not currently covered, to buy insurance at the same relatively bargain-basement rate as big employers and federal employees. If necessary, this can be funded by “a tax on employers who don't provide coverage.” Similarly, Obama plans to allow the federal government to negotiate for lower drug prices (something they cannot do now) and, interestingly enough, to allow patients to buy drugs from abroad, increasing the incentive for domestic companies to lower their drug prices.

Those who have bothered to do a detailed analysis of Obama’s proposals conclude that there is a high likelihood costs will be lowered. Robert Laszewski of the Health Care Blog concurs, arguing the very simple principle that if you have less uncompensated care, you will have fewer shifts of those costs onto the rest of the system.  Thus, if Obama’s plan increases total coverage (which it does), then costs have nowhere to go but down.

Finally, Obama’s plan is superior to McCain’s simply because of the many, many problems that exist with McCain’s utopian, naïve, “market-based” approach to health reform. There are more problems with McCain’s plan than we have space to mention here. To begin with, it’s unrealistic to expect that a family can buy a health insurance policy for $5,000 per year.
 The average plan costs more like $12,000 per year.
 And even if that were possible, remember that it’s a tax credit, which means you have to spend the money in order to get the tax refund. This leaves the poorest families completely without hope—they can’t afford to wait for a tax refund.
 And remember, McCain’s plan doesn’t regulate insurance companies. Currently, they have an incentive to keep costs at least somewhat low because they are dealing with massive accounts through singular employers. They will have no such incentive when dealing with individuals and families.

Characteristically, Obama proposes to bring all participants to the table, to attempt to maximize both choice and coverage, and he stops short of the universally mandated programs proposed by more leftist candidates. His balanced approach has never been attempted before. It’s time we gave it a go.

Dmitry Medvedev represents positive leadership for Russia

“The recent talk about a new Cold War is hyperbolic nonsense."—Condalezza Rice

Images of the Cold War still linger in some foreign policy circles as new Russian President Dmitry Medvedev takes power.  Questions about his intentions toward the West and internal policies abroad surround his ascension, as does his relationship with his successor Vladamir Putin.  But with the Soviet Union dissolved and Russia’s military dated and depleted, there is little risk of a new Cold War.
  Medvedev, in fact, promises to maintain productive relations with the West.

However, the new President has yet to fully consolidate his power.  Michele Keleman notes, “…many Americans dismiss Dmitry Medvedev as simply a front-man for Vladimir Putin. But Medvedev…will likely use Russia's leverage in the energy sector to forge closer ties to China and Europe.
  Nor does his support for Putin’s “Plan” signal obedience,
 but adherence to policies that have drastically improved standards of living for many Russians.
  Given the renewed interest in trade, an aggressive Russian foreign policy is unlikely.  In fact, Medvedev could well initiate the most widespread reforms seen in decades.

Medvedev has been clear on his domestic agenda.  He explained, "I believe my most important aims will be to protect civil and economic freedoms."
  During his inaugural address, Medvedev made several references to supporting greater “civil rights,” “human rights,” and “freedoms.”
  Toward this end, the new President promises to fight “legal nihilism,” or the widespread corruption of courts and law enforcement, and general disrespect for the law.
  While there are no guarantees, these are encouraging signs toward political liberalization.

With Russia’s economy in its ninth year of sustained economic growth,
 Medvedev comes to office with a solid economic base for conducting reforms.  A pragmatist, Medvedev recognizes this economic honeymoon will not last forever.  The Russian economy is dangerously overdependent on high natural gas and oil profits.
  Absent diversification, Russia’s economic revival will quickly lose steam.
  This is important not only for the social welfare of the Russian people, as an interdependent economy undermines support for as aggressive foreign policy.  Gaddy and Kuchins explain, 

Russia has come to realize that a purely defensive and inward-oriented approach is not enough. Russia is increasingly linked to the international economy, and if growth is to continue, that trend cannot be reversed. Indeed, it is accelerating as Russian companies and capital seek trade and investment opportunities abroad. Consequently, Russia will have to play an active role in promoting global stability.

How well Medvedev handles the economy will become a defining feature of his presidency.  Reaching out to regional and global partners allows Russia to emerge from isolation and dispel imaginary threats of a resurgent Russia.  Gone are the days when Russia retained exclusive control over the republics.  In particular, the United States, EU, and China are forging extensive ties with Russia and the republics independently.
  Furthermore, Medvedev recently sought rapprochement with its neighbor Kazakhstan as a sign of responsible foreign policy leadership.

Medvedev’s domestic and foreign policy goals build on the success of Putin. “Russia is stable; living standards are soaring. It is once again feared and respected abroad. No wonder Mr. Putin is wildly popular among Russians, who now look to the future with greater optimism and confidence than ever over the past two decades.”
  The next U.S. President should openly support the Medvedev presidency and further expand cooperation and trust between our two nations.  

Dmitry Medvedev does not represent positive leadership for Russia

“Meet the new boss;  Same as the old boss.”—The Who, “Won’t Get Fooled Again”

Rising from the ashes of the Cold War, Russia has regained national strength and international credibility.  As newly elected President Dmitry Medvedev takes power, it is appropriate to evaluate the potential risks the new Russia poses to international stability.  Skepticism in the face of Russia’s legacy of authoritarianism is certainly justified. Despite his rhetoric, Medvedev is not a positive reformer or champion of civil rights, but a puppet of authoritarian forces headed by outgoing President Vladimir Putin.
 

In fact, Medvedev is widely considered little more than a governing lapdog. He has no independent political power outside of what is allotted from Putin, who retains extensive influence in the Duma, the armed forces, and national government. Some consider the new leader an outright joke.

In Russia [Medvedev] was rightly and accurately regarded as a joke from the very beginning. When the New York Times asked a particularly courageous and defiant member of the State Duma... after Putin selected his successor what  Medvedev's  qualities were to lead his nation of around 140 million people, she replied that he could pour a cup of coffee without spilling it when he had to.

But when Putin wants his coffee, Medvedev will surely ask, “Cream or sugar?”  Many saw the mark election as a fraud and retreat from democracy.  CBS News reported that most of the “prominent opposition aspirants to the post were kept off the ballot.”
  

Putin retains tight control on the real levers of power.
  All major decisions will be funneled through the supposed “out-going” President.
  Medvedev even assured the public that he would continue Putin’s plan and cooperation with the “author of the strategy.”
  If so, Russia under Medved could finish what Putin put into motion:  a return to Cold War posturing and reclaiming former Soviet glory.  J. R. Nyquist argues, 

“Like Stalin after the New Economic Policy of the 1920s, Putin has nationalized major Russian industries. He has curtailed press freedom. He has reversed the process that dismantled the Soviet Union. He is taking up the pieces of the old communist empire, and putting them back into place.”
  Putin has spoken quite nostalgically about the collapse of the Soviet empire, describing it as "the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th century.”
  During his tenure, Russia has transformed itself from a nation seeking global economic integration to an assertive anti-American posture.
  

Domestically, Medvedev speaks often about “freedom” and “civil rights.”  But such rhetoric of political liberalization is a chimera.
  Even if Medvedev was sincere about reforms, this may prove too difficult in a system devoid of public participation and ripe with corruption.  Moreover, major reform efforts are likely to expand divisions within the public and political elites.  Medvedev will have to curb corruption for any social reform.
  But like his successor Putin, the new President is unlikely to take substantial action in this area.  Putin’s own corruption reforms were a miserable failure.    

Economically, Medvedev will continue Putin’s overdependence on high natural gas and oil profit to line pockets of his cronies, while the Russia people experience life as a Third World nation.  Medvedev’s liberal spending promises, if materialized, will create massive government waste and feed corrupt officials.
  While Russia’s economy grows on paper, the people still suffer.  

The hope of a cooperative and democratic Russia state has declined over the last few years.  The election of Dmitry Medvedev does nothing to reverse that course.  On the contrary, Medvedev will likely make good on his promise to continue Putin’s strategic plan.  If so, the world could see a resurgent and aggressive Russia very soon.


A post-Musharraf Pakistan will grow more stable

Readers will recall that in November of last year, Pervez Musharraf dismissed 60 judges, before Pakistan's Supreme Court could rule on the validation of Musharraf's election.  This triggered widespread protest, and set the stage for an election whose leading candidate was assassinated, and which completely buried Musharraf. The new coalition government is an alliance between the Pakistan Muslim League, led by Mian Muhammad Nawaz Sharif, who was himself ousted as Prime Minister by Musharraf in a 1999 coup,
 and the Pakistan People’s Party, led by Yousaf Raza Gillani, also the new Prime Minister of Pakistan. There are several reasons to be confident in the governing ability of this coalition. 

First of all, the new ruling coalition is playing it moderate and safe. Although pressure continues to mount over the question of when the judges will be released and allowed to return to their jobs, this is to be expected: Naturally, not all of Pakistan condemned Musharraf's decision to intern those judges last year; it's foolish, then, to expect a quick resolution to this problem so long as the PPP wants to avoid a hard landing for Musharraf.
 Gilani is taking the high road, and the careful road, in an effort to preserve the ruling coalition while being fair and objective about how to restore the judges.  He is clearly walking a cautious line, and negotiating differences he maintains are minor.
 And it’s paying off: Sharif's recent “resignation,” and the subsequent “resignations” of his ministers, may not be permanent, since "Asif Ali Zardari, Bhutto's widower and leader of the coalition, has told Prime Minister Yousaf Raza Gilani not to accept the resignations and he would persuade Sharif to withdraw them and rejoin the cabinet."
 For his part, Gilani seems to be doing everything possible to keep the coalition together.

Most importantly, there will be a soft landing for Pervez Musharraf. In exchange for him stepping down peacefully, he will reportedly be given indemnity by parliament for all the unconstitutional things he did last November.
 This may not satisfy purists for justice, but it will definitely lead to a more stable transition. 

Second, Pakistan continues to play a major role in regional stability. Their role in promoting peace and security in Asia has been publicly recognized by China.
 They are steadily improving their relations with India; the recent gas transit fee agreement,
 begun in May, is a signal of the kind of relations the two nations will have in a post-Musharraf era. The new government seems committed to continuing all the good things of Pakistan thus far, while throwing in a lot of new goodness as well.

Finally, Pakistan is now charting its own course to battle extremism, and this course will require, and ultimately reward, a critical distance from the United States. Sharif and the new Pakistan government seeks to chart a more-or-less independent course on terrorism, not rejecting U.S. aid or cooperation, but not bending over backwards to placate the U.S., either. Most importantly, Sharif says, is to debate terrorism strategy in parliament.
 An emerging consensus, hitherto hesitant to question Bush administration policy, is concluding that we need to start focusing on non-military solutions to terrorism in Pakistan.
 The administration also apparently recognizes that we need to do a better job on our diplomacy; the U.S. military recently dropped plans to assign General Jay Hood as the top U.S. officer in Pakistan. Hood is a former commander of the U.S. prison at Guantanamo Bay, making him extremely unpopular in Pakistan.  The U.S. giving in to this pressure represents a step forward, away from the condescending patronage that characterized the Bush-Musharraf relationship.

In an effort to help patrol their mountainous border with Afghanistan, Pakistan has sought to buy spy planes from Australia—another independent action that shows they seem capable of fighting terrorism without the U.S. holding their hand.
 Islamabad’s freeing of Baluch rebel leader Sardar Akhtar Mengal is also evidence of their ability to chart an independent course on dealing with internal tensions.
 This is undoubtedly important in the eyes of both Pakistanis and the international community. The major U.S. fear in Pakistan is an Islamist takeover.  However, experts say this isn’t likely. The Islamists are not extremely popular; they won just over 10% of the vote in the 2002 elections, and just over 25% in their northern stronghold. They won’t gain control of parliament.
 

In reality, the U.S. began preparing for a post-Musharraf Pakistan months ago.
 Recent events seem to vindicate that decision. 

A post-Musharraf Pakistan will not grow more stable

Pakistan has the unfortunate record of having been under military rule for more than half of its history. The results of this year’s elections were promising: civilian rule, charting an independent course in the nation’s own stabilization, and the war on terror.
 Unfortunately, it seems that too much damage has been done for this unstable coalition government to effectively repair. There are several reasons to be pessimistic about Pakistan’s chances for stability in the post-Musharraf era.

First, the Pakistani government, and the state of politics in that nation in general, is in chaotic disarray. Regardless of whether Sharif actually quits the ruling coalition, the conflict of judge restoration has been a huge distraction for the coalition government—a government already dealing with food crises, terror attacks, and more internal dissent.
 There is still no agreement on the way in which those judges—illegally dismissed and jailed by Musharraf last year—will be restored to power, or whether they will be restored at all.
 The new government, while upset about the judge issue, is stuck in a bind, because there are no constitutional provisions to restore them to their benches.
 This tension is expected to adversely affect the Pakistani stock market, according to a recent report by Citicorp.
 Among the crises expected to further worsen prospects for Pakistan’s stability are rising food prices, a worsening economic crisis, and the resurgence of the Taliban and al Qaeda, both of whom utilize the porous border between Afghanistan and Pakistan for their military operations.

The confidence the world displayed for the two coalition parties after the election may prove to have been misdirected. According to Pakistani leadership consultant Reza Hossein Borr:

The two parties, PPP and PMLN, that became partners for a short while, have a long history of failing themselves, failing each other, failing the country, failing the people and giving every opportunity to the army to intervene and rule them, torture them and put them in jail or send them in exile. These two parties are parties of good speeches and promises and bad intentions and bad behaviors.

Second, Pakistan and the U.S. are dealing with a new world of tensions and disagreements. A heavy U.S. strike on Pakistan’s border territory seems to be inevitable—even under the next U.S. administration. This is because, according to Admiral Michael Mullen, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Pakistan is the most likely place from which al Qaeda forces will launch their next terrorist attack. Although the United States reimburses Pakistan financially when it strikes within their territory, it is nevertheless a violation of Pakistan’s sovereignty, sure to inspire further anti-Americanism in the region.
 Already, tensions are emerging between Pakistan and the United States over military tactics (such as air strikes) against the Taliban.

Finally, Musharraf was a greater source of stability than the new government is proving to be. For all of his faults, Musharraf kept the nation together, earned the good graces of the United States, and scared the hell out of the Taliban and al Qaeda. It was, and still is, Musharraf who has guaranteed that good relations continue between Pakistan and China.
 Musharraf's immanent exit also raises questions concerning the relationship between India and Pakistan. Musharraf had made a whole array of proposals, some of them quite creative, to end the deadlock over Kashmir, one of the most volitile regions on the planet. His departure throws all of these proposals into doubt, and if there's one thing India doesn't like, it's uncertainty with regard to Pakistan.

Meanwhile, no one has answered the question of whether a post-Musharraf government can adequately protect Pakistani nuclear weapons. As early as March 2007, Threats Watch, a national security think tank, predicted that “the security” of Pakistan’s nukes “remains dependent upon the continued presence of its president, General Pervez Musharraf.”
 For their part, Musharraf loyalists are not happy that they have been stripped of power, and they aren’t shy about letting Pakistan know about it.

As of the end of May, reports continue to pour out of Pakistan of al Qaeda training children as suicide bombers within Pakistani territory.
 The mess that is Pakistan and Afghanistan appears determined to continue no matter who’s in charge. 

N. Korea's decision to turn over plutonium documents to the U.S. is encouraging 
The funny thing about the word “engagement,” in the context of international relations, is that many politicians and pundits condemn it, but every leader does it. Even those leaders might deny they are “really” engaging their “enemies,” and they may do it in backchannel or indirect ways. But nations simply cannot not communicate with one another, even when they’re at war, and even when they are in a cold war. The recent agreement on the part of the DPRK to turn over documents about their plutonium program to the U.S., thereby salvaging the Six-Party Talks, and saving face after revelations that they had assisted Syria’s nuclear program, is one more example of the inevitability—as well as the desirability—of engagement. 

Last fall, the U.S. caught North Korea red-handed (if you will) aiding Syria’s nuclear program—you know, the one that Israel “secretly” bombed.  North Korea came clean, agreeing to turn over documents regarding their plutonium development program and reaffirm their commitment to slowing down nuclear development. In return for this, and for the future promise of submitting a nuclear declaration to China,
 the U.S. agreed to consider taking North Korea off the terrorist sponsors list, an easy gesture for the U.S. to make, considering that North Korea hasn’t been linked to any terrorist attack for over 20 years.
 That was the basic deal.  Here’s why it was a good deal:

First, North Korea’s nuclear program is still extremely limited, so disclosure, even if it isn’t necessarily stoppage or slowdown, is very encouraging: an “important first step,” according to a U.S. envoy.
 Former Secretary of Defense William Perry agrees. In an article written with fellow Center for International Security and Cooperation resident Siegfried Hecker, Perry writes of his own visit to North Korea in February, where “we concluded that the disablement was extensive and thorough. We also learned that Pyongyang is prepared to move to…dismantling Yongbyon, eliminating plutonium production.”

Because both the U.S. and the DPRK worked unusually hard to get negotiations back on track, the Six-Party nuclear talks are likely to resume again in June.
 As analyst Daryl Kimball points out, the Six-Party Talks aren’t perfect, but there’s no better alternative. It is precisely because North Korea still accepts the Six-Party framework that it caved in to U.S. demands that the DPRK reaffirm the commitment not to transfer nuclear materials. We can’t scrap sound agreements just because backsliding occurs; not, at least, in the absence of a superior alternative.

Second, in the face of the oncoming famine in North Korea, diplomacy is far better than hostility. North Korea is about to experience a new round of mass starvation. Devastating floods have worsened the food situation, putting millions of North Koreans at risk.
 One aid group describes “massive famine” as “just a matter of time.”

This seems like something that recurs periodically. But what makes the current threat of famine uniquely different from past disasters is that the international community, spearheaded by the U.S., is already solving the problem, and doing so in part because of strong U.S.-DPRK cooperation on nuclear issues. Because of the strong relationship built by the Six-Party Talks, the U.S. and the normally isolationist North Korea were able to negotiate an efficient delivery system for the World Food Program and non-governmental agencies to deliver food to needy areas.
 North Korea is even reaching out, in turn, to China with a modest (but for the DPRK, significant) $100,000 in earthquake relief, proving that it is learning to play by the rules of good faith and give-and-take.

Finally, this new round of gestures from the U.S. and DPRK is a sign of diplomacy and engagement, which has historically proven more effective at encouraging regime reforms than the hard-line alternative. This is not only important to the present, but also sets a vital precedent for the next Presidential administration. As Hecker and Perry put it, “walking away…would be counterproductive. Instead, in its remaining months, the Bush administration should focus on limiting North Korea's nuclear capabilities by concluding the elimination of plutonium production. If it can…resolve the question of uranium enrichment, it will put the next administration in a stronger position to finally end the nuclear threat from North Korea.”
 For the happy truth of the matter is that engagement, in addition to being inevitable, works, if we work at it, and if we let it. 

North Korea's decision to turn over plutonium documents to the U.S. is a meaningless gesture
It is unfathomable that the Bush administration, which promised never to negotiate with terrorists or nations that support terrorism, plans to take North Korea off the terrorist list merely in return for some documents. North Korea’s surrender of its plutonium documents and promise to dismantle Yongbyon will prove to be a meaningless gesture because that facility is useless. The incompetence of the Bush administration in approving this deal led former UN Ambassador John Bolton to remark that the deal reminded him of something Jimmy Carter would have put together.
 Bolton joked to another writer: “I would have been surprised had North Korean permitted any of its nuclear scientists anywhere near the six-party talks,” Bolton told me, “That would be running the risk they might have said something true!”

First, the North Korean government is a consummate set of liars. The DPRK’s history of dishonesty combined with facts about the nature this particular gesture, make diplomats and insiders skeptical: both about this deal, and about the possibility of North Korea ever abandoning its nuclear program.
 Conservative analyst James Zumwald sums up the history of North Korean behavior succinctly:

Repeated acts of unprovoked aggression, intimidation, deception and feigning improved relations for its own economic benefit are common North Korean practices. Such practices have worked to keep afloat a sinking economy and brutal regime in Pyongyang -- a regime devoid of concern for anything other than its own survival at the price of the misery of its own citizens.

He concludes, forebodingly: “The failure of either a softball or hardball approach by the US in making progress towards changing this and achieving stability in the region should give the next administration pause to reflect on why. The answer should be clear.”
 The statement is especially foreboding because it implies that neither open negotiations nor strict demands will change DPRK behavior.

Former Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger concurs. Weinberger sees the DPRK and the U.S. as prone to a cyclical pattern of behavior: The North Koreans behave belligerently. The U.S. acts tough. They apologize and offer us stuff.  The U.S. gives in. And so it goes. Weinberger believes that cycle should have ended five years ago, when the North Korean leaders kicked out the United Nations inspectors.
 

Second, there is no evidence that the DPRK government (read, Kim Jung-il and whoever he hasn’t killed yet) is rational, or will ever become rational, and you can only successfully negotiate if all parties involved are rational. Recently, yet again, “North Korea threatened to turn South Korea into ‘ashes’” in response to the South’s threat to pull a few thousand dollars worth of aid.
 Such behavior creates a context where rational discussion and give-and-take is basically impossible.

Finally, the hunger and social breakdown occurring in North Korea presents an opportunity for change in that nation; the United States should be encouraging, or at least passively allowing that change, rather than strengthening the current DPRK regime. Right now, the DPRK is on the brink of a political meltdown. Kim Jong-il’s attempt to wrest some control and privileges away from the military this year will almost certainly cause a backlash.  There is a purge going on of officials alleged to be corrupt—always a good sign of political breakdown.
 A former USAID director commented recently that “North Korea’s food crisis is a form of urban famine and can trigger social unrest and lead to political explosion.”
 

Perhaps it is time for the U.S., and the international community, to admit that this would not be a bad thing. It could provide justification for Chinese, South Korean, and Japanese intervention, and could hasten the transition to a reunified Korea. Given that the current regime murders tens of thousands of people per year, lets others starve to death, and wants to make more nuclear weapons in order to reduce Seoul to dust, the collapse of the regime couldn’t possibly be any worse than its continuation, and may prove considerably better. The Washington Times concurs, opining that U.S. policymakers need to take a “very careful look at the ramifications of the North Korea nuclear deal and what the United States will get in return for taking North Korea off the terrorist list.”
 The answer appears to be that the U.S. will get nothing. Misery, tensions, and the threat of nuclear war will continue. Surely there must be a better way to make the world safer.

Mugabe will eventually concede to the opposition in Zimbabwe
As a season of unprecedented political violence continues in Zimbabwe, eight weeks after the initial presidential election that yielded conflicting accounts of who won, there appears to be a light at the end of the tunnel.  Run-off elections already delayed and thought to be off the table indefinitely will occur on June 27, between incumbent Robert Mugabe and challenger Morgan Tsvangirai.
 “In parliamentary elections,” according to one news report, “held with the presidential ballot, the opposition won a majority of the seats, ending the ruling party's long control of the assembly.”
 While the opposition rightly fears violence in the interim, there are several reasons to be cautiously optimistic that a change of power is on the horizon in Harare.  

First, it appears that Mugabe is abandoning his pretenses of being in control; he’s admitting that his party mishandled the preliminary elections, and is behaving more like a politician than a dictator. He has admitted his party was “unprepared” and “unorganized,” as part of his pretenses of going into the runoff.  This change in language is less absolutist and more conciliatory, reflecting less of a sense of entitlement and more of at least the trappings of respect for democracy.

Second, the world knows that Mugabe lost. After the initial election, Tsvangirai’s party claimed they had won with 57% of the vote.
 Apart from counterclaims coming from Mugabe’s few elite supporters, the entire world seems to agree with Tsvangirai’s figures. Much of this acknowledgment has been accompanied by a realization that Zimbabweans are no longer going to follow their government passively, or give up on changing things through the political process. This sentiment was driven home particularly well by one of the few bloggers on Zimbabwe politics, whose nickname is “Zimpundit.” According to Zimpundit, the message of the election, and the post-election posturing by the opposition, is that 

…no longer are Zimbabweans going to blindly follow the politics of personality cults. Unlike what the pundits had pontificated, Zimbabweans displayed their political autonomy by electing officials they thought best served citizen interests. This is not a mundane occurrence. It is, in fact, the core of the change in politics that happened in Zimbabwe. People showed that they are no longer going to tolerate politicians that only show up in their constituencies during the election season while confining themselves to the hallways of power in Harare the rest of the time. They picked people whose rhetoric matched their reality and with that ushered in the dawn of a new Zimbabwe.

Zimpundit appears to be correct. Not only has the opposition won over international appeal, forcing the government to concede to a relatively early runoff date, but the government can no longer hide the fact that its people deem it illegitimate. One of the most striking examples of this rejection was the recent hacking of the Zimbabwean government newspaper The Herald’s web site, which “had all it's links replaced with the words ‘Gukurahundi' in reference to the government's clampdown on the people of Matebeleland in the 1980s when a lot of civilians were killed…”
 When a repressive government’s state organ web site gets hacked, it may indeed be time to throw in the towel.  

Finally, there will be election monitors in the upcoming run-off election. The opposition party, for one, has demanded regional peacekeepers both as a check on violence and as a guarantee of secure elections.
 South Africa will be a vanguard force in monitoring the election, as South African President Thabo Mbeki is using the cause to strengthen his own credibility at home.  South Africa has mediated between Mugabe and the opposition, and has promised to ensure that the guidelines of the South African Development Community are followed in the runoff election.
 The African Union is getting into the act as well. The AU plans to increase the number of observers from 18 in the initial election to between 50 and 100 during the runoff.
 Moreover, the United States’ own White House has issued a similar call for election monitors, specifically mentioning the United Nations.
  

The light at the end of the Zimbabwean tunnel is being shone by the international community, the African regional community, and the citizens of Zimbabwe themselves, who are justifiably fed up with the lack of democracy in their country. All signs point to Mugabe’s departure, sooner rather than later.

Mugabe will never willingly concede to the opposition in Zimbabwe
The ongoing arrests of activists in the streets of Harare and elsewhere in Zimbabwe evoke memories of South Africa, the Philippines, and even South Korea. But while those regimes eventually changed, the government of Zimbabwe, in the form of despot Robert Mugabe, may require the use of force, internally or externally, to ever concede to the opposition.
 

Despite some journalists’ insistence that Mugabe has become conciliatory, the government has actually intensified its beatings and torture of opposition members.
 According to the Agence France Presse the United Nations has warned that “post-election violence in Zimbabwe was rising to near crisis levels ahead of a planned presidential run-off, with opposition supporters bearing the brunt of attacks.”
 There are several reasons to be skeptical that Mugabe will give up easily.

First, given that Mugabe and his henchmen have been caught trying to kill Tsvangiarai, there’s certainly no evidence that the current President will ever give up power. Indeed, the discovery of the plot has kept Tsvangiarai from returning to Zimbabwe to campaign for the runoff.
 Mugabe’s party has denied these allegations.
 But, in turn, Zimbabwe’s opposition has accused the government of conducting “sham” investigations into its own plots.
 

Given that the government has either engineered or inspired around 43 deaths of opposition members thus far, it’s easy to see why Tsvangiarai, as well as the international community, would be suspicious of the Mugabe government’s denials.
 Of course, the real point is not the legitimacy of a high-level plot to kill the opposition leader; it’s the government’s confidence that, the longer Tsvangiarai stays away, the higher his risk of losing the runoff.

Second, the Zimbabwe leadership has been extremely hostile to the international community, including the United States. Even after the promised runoff, public statements by the government, through the state-controlled media, have been disturbing, to say the least. On May 20, government-sanctioned columnist Stephen Maimbodei published a stream-of-consciousness rant against the west, saying “we are still awe struck at the continued attempts by the West (Britain and America especially), at making Zimbabwe southern Africa's protracted battleground for their imperialistic and hegemonic predispositions.” The editorial went on to accuse George W. Bush of being “one of the architects of Zimbabwe’s problems.”
 Zimbabwean officials have even gone so far as to detain the U.S. ambassador, threatening violence against his group.

Zimbabwe’s treatment of the rest of Africa has been equally offensive.  The ruling party has accused Zambia of interfering with the election.
 These tensions are not limited to Zimbabwe’s behavior, either. 

South Africa’s insistence on monitoring the runoff has caused waves of scorn and skepticism across Africa, including public ridicule from the Rwandan press.
 There seems to be little in the way of regional infrastructure, or international resolve, to keep Mugabe’s behavior in check.

Finally, given the government’s recent behavior, there’s no reason to believe that the runoff won’t be “delayed” again, notwithstanding the promised June 27 date. Considering that the government hasn’t even accepted its parliamentary defeats graciously, detaining an opposition lawmaker on trumped-up charges, it’s difficult to see why they would accept the outcome of the much more symbolically significant presidential runoff.
 The fact that this is merely the latest tentative date demonstrates a need to remain suspicious.
 Reasons cited for past delays include logistics and not having “enough time” to organize the runoff.
 Enforcing another delay is easy now that the country is essentially under military rule.

On May 21, a reporter for Voice of America news called the situation in Zimbabwe "poisonous."
 That is not an optimistic sign.  With over 40 opposition leaders murdered, and Mugabe remaining defiant, optimism seems unwarranted at this point. 

China's hosting of the Olympics will improve its global image

In the midst of rampant inflation, natural disasters, and a flare-up in Tibet, the People’s Republic of China continues to prepare for what it hopes will be an all-out public relations and commercial triumph when it hosts this summer’s Olympic Games in Beijing. Domestic tickets for all the games have sold out in record time,
 and international tickets are expected to do the same.  All in all, hosting the Olympics will prove to be a global public relations triumph for China for several reasons.

First, China is already opening up and making its country more transparent in anticipation of the Olympics. Some commentators have observed that China is already opening up and, in anticipation of the Olympics, has actually been doing so for some time.  These observers see a connection between their openness regarding the Olympic preparations, and much more sobering and inspiring openness about the recent devastating earthquake in the country. 

Sociopolitical commentators have found this new transparency “amazing” given the history of Beijing’s behavior in the international public square.
 The earthquake, and China’s relatively open and engaging response to it, seems to have quieted the nation's most ferocious critics. Writing for The Guardian, Benjamin Kang Lim points out that images of Premier Wen Jiabo comforting victims and encouraging rescue teams contrast with the conventional image of Chinese leaders as coldhearted murderers.
 

Rescue efforts included a Japanese team, which Beijing initially rejected, until the government caught itself, and graciously extended a welcome to.
 Even the International Olympic Committee got into the act, pledging $1 million for quake victims.
 Had such an earthquake happened ten years ago, western commentators point out, Beijing would have done a snow job, a cover up, exculpating leaders and refusing to seek the help of outsiders.  Times have changed indeed.
 China has even pledged to improve its air quality, which is a stunning concession from a nation with such horrendous pollution.
 All these dramatic improvements led the New Zealand Herald to editorialize:

There has been no attempt to falsely portray the authorities as being in control, even as the death toll escalated and damage to key infrastructure, including dams, became apparent. Concern for those affected by the tragedy took precedence. Now, there has even been a plea for help from the Chinese military, which has always prided itself on being able to cope with natural disasters. It has issued a public appeal to its own citizens for rescue equipment, and accepted outside help, starting with a rescue team from Japan. Beijing has even accepted blankets, tents and clothes from Taiwan, long regarded as a renegade province.

Second, tensions between China and Tibet have actually never been lower, and the Olympics have brought Beijing and the Dali Lama closer together.  It is absolutely unprecedented for Beijing to be talking to Tibetan leaders, and to be so eager about it. It’s a testament to a worldwide movement promoting Tibetan autonomy, and the significance of that global opinion, and its connection to Olympic hosting, has not been lost on Beijing. A new round of talks is expected in mid-June.
 The most stunning news of all in this regard is the announcement on May 21 that the Dalai Lama is willing to actually attend the Olympic games himself as a signal of good faith, should the Chinese government invite him.

Finally, the Olympics will improve China’s worldwide image because they will improve China’s self-image. China's perception of success is still deeply tied to its role as the victim of imperialism.  In this instance, hosting the Olympics is seen as the ultimate triumph over outsiders and the west, a way to “wash off the historical humiliation of being invaded and partially colonized by Western powers.”

International Olympic Committee President Jacques Rogge put it best when he urged the international community to support China's hosting efforts, and to be patient with that nation to make improvements in its human rights record. "The Games, we believe, over time, will have a good influence on social evolution in China, and the Chinese admit it themselves," he said.
 Given the dramatic increase in Beijing's transparency and diplomacy over the past several weeks, it appears he is onto something.

China's hosting of the Olympics will not improve its global image
If you want to know who’s really impressed with China, go to Wall Street or any big investment firm. If, on the other hand, you want to know who’s shaking their head in disgust at the way Beijing is pimping a false image of stability and openness, then listen to the dissidents, ex-prisoners, and human rights critics. As Clarence Page points out, "...as their eager trading partner and debtor, we, the United States, have been among China's leading enablers."
 Although corporate America has fallen for the ruse, there are several reasons to believe that hosting the Olympics will only worsen the average global citizen’s view of China.

First, hosting has actually opened Beijing up to more scrutiny, and this has resulted in more widespread criticism than ever. Rather than being the harbinger of a new consciousness in and about China, the earthquake actually exposes deep corruption and will probably make China look worse after the rescue operations wrap up. Writing for The Observer, Will Hutton points out that "Earthquake's don't destroy strong, well-built buildings, they destroy weak ones. As China reels from its biggest earthquake in 30 years, public anger is mounting. A third of the 20,069 confirmed dead (the number is expected to rise to 50,000) were children trapped in the 6,900 classrooms that the government says were destroyed - weaker than other buildings in withstanding the shock. It has also said that as many as 390 dams could be at risk."

The news that the Dalai Lama would be willing to attend the Games was, not surprisingly, received "cooly" by Beijing, who conveniently used the Sichuan earthquake as an excuse to avoid scheduled talks on Tibet.
 Rather than waiting for the Dalai Lama to be allowed in the proverbial palace, Tibetans are staging their own "mock Olympics" in protest of the real ones in Beijing. This will likely draw more negative attention to Beijing.

All in all, writes Jonathan Tobin, “Beijing’s belief that the Olympics was going to help its image was a serious mistake [which has] afforded its critics the opportunity to highlight issues that the Communist regime wanted to sleep under the rug.”

Secondly, China is likely to mishandle situations like protesters, as well as the Tibet conflict, as awkwardly as ever while in the Olympic limelight.
 In fact, it’s not just Tibetans who are violently persecuted and repressed. Beijing continues to commit human rights abuses against Christians, democracy advocates, the Uighur Muslims, and practitioners of Falun Gong. Charges of mass executions, organ harvesting, and the jailing of lawyers persist.
 Even Beijing's lauded "transparency" in the wake of the earthquake is somewhat of a ruse. Rescue teams such as one from Canada have been waiting for over a week in Hong Kong and still haven't been given permission to enter.
 Because of this, calls are increasing for both athletes and leaders to boycott either the entire games, or at least the opening ceremonies.  Even if most athletes and leaders end up attending, the damage from the calls to boycott will have already been done.

Finally, we can't ignore the looming threat of a terrorist act during the Olympics. Statements from the U.S. State Department to that effect underscore that this is a huge risk, an important admission given the strong symbolic support the U.S. government has given to the Games in Beijing.  In addition to U.S. concerns, a chief at Interpol has delivered the especially bad news: Since there will be protests in China during the Olympics, the potential for terror will be even stronger.

In the final analysis, you can’t improve an image that is saturated with the perception of corruption and human rights abuse.  Whitewash quickly comes off.  Human rights progressives worldwide had hoped that awarding Beijing the Olympics would have a similar “opening” effect as the 1988 games in Seoul. The "South Korean" model, however, is already failing in China, and because of this, critics are coming out of the woodwork to increase criticism of the Beijing government's atrocious human rights record.
 Instead, China’s experience is likely to mirror Germany’s when they hosted the 1936 games.  Transparency can be a despotic regime’s worst enemy. As the title of a recent essay by Chinese-American W.G. Huang puts it, "Without rights, pride is empty."

Canada's role in Afghanistan has been successful.
In the universe of clichés and stereotypes, the image of the Canadian military plays a funny role. This is because of a larger, more profound truth: Canada has traditionally been a force for peace and soft power in the world. We don’t expect the Canadian government to behave aggressively; we don’t expect Canadian citizens to be jingoistic or militaristic. This makes it difficult to assess Canada’s role in the war on terror. However, the case of Afghanistan demonstrates Canada’s unique contribution to democratization and peace.  The Canadians are playing two key roles in Afghanistan, and playing them extremely well: They are crack security forces, and they spend time patiently and skillfully training the Afghan soldiers and security forces to practice smart, compassionate security. There are several reasons to believe they have been successful in Afghanistan.

First, Canadian soldiers make the best teachers, and the mission in Afghanistan is, in many ways, about teaching. The Canadians are known for their friendliness and patience.  This is not just true with the population, and obviously we should take such stereotypes tongue in cheek, but it seems especially appropriate in describing the Canadian military.  Their special function is training people, and they appear to be doing it well.  General Guy LaRoche, the outgoing commander of Canada’s forced in Afghanistan, has said that the development of the Afghan National Army has been quicker than he had originally envisioned.  Since the units trained by the Canadians will be in charge of “some of the toughest ground in Southern Afghanistan,” such an accomplishment is indeed laudable. The Canadian forces are training the Afghanis so quickly, in fact, that another 650 troops will be ready by the fall to take over in another tough district, Panjwair.
  In an occupied country where the United States has painted itself into a corner as an impatient, brutal mismanager, the significance of the image of Canadian patience can’t be ignored.  Journalists write of Canadian soldiers “patiently” sitting down after Afghan company commanders have gotten their troops—and the Canadians—lost by going off-course on patrols.
  They write of Canadian soldiers restoring bombed-out apartments in Kandahar.
 General Laroche reports that “In the Zhari and Panjwaii districts, families that left because of conflict are now returning to their homes.”
 The emphasis on development and reconstruction will continue into the future, according to General Laroche’s replacement, General Dennis Thompson.
 Another effort on the part of Canadian soldiers is nearly unbelievable in the context of the picture we usually paint of occupying soldiers: A group of Canadian soldiers is raising donations to build a school in Kandahar, along with gathering more funds for soccer equipment and school uniforms.

Second, unlike the numerous questions raised about corrupt spending in the context of the United States, there have been no similar charges against Canada. Nor are Canadian efforts besieged by the kind of corruption faced by other nations' efforts in Afghanistan.  While corrupt Afghan officials receive grants from countries around the West, the Canadian ambassador to Afghanistan confirms that corrupt officials receive no Canadian money (Canada will have given about $1.2 billion to Afghanistan by 2011).
 In fact, the Canadian government and military seem far more concerned about corruption in Afghanistan than their U.S. counterparts, as evidenced by a strongly-worded editorial in the Toronto Star on May 20 calling on Prime Minister Harper to do even more to combat Hamid Karzai's lackadaisical attitude towards corruption.

Finally, Canada’s treatment of its own soldiers is a sign that the mission is being conducted in an atmosphere of moral seriousness and good faith. Although some complaints have been raised about the high incidence of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder among Canadian troops, it’s not surprising that Canada is building new treatment facilities across the country and is pioneering earlier PTSD detection methods.
 The compassionate attitude that Canada can display while maintaining a successful military mission with a relatively low casualty rate is, perhaps, why war widows like Nicole Starker mourn their spouses while still strongly supporting the mission of restoring stability in, and empowering the people of, Afghanistan.

Officially, the Canadian mission in Afghanistan must end in 2011. This is probably not a moment too soon, since the majority of Canadians oppose being involved there.
 But regardless of the politics of the matter, it’s undeniable that Canadian soldiers are doing more in Afghanistan than just fighting and dying. They are teaching and building. One would hope, in fact, that other countries’ militaries take some lessons from Canada’s example. 

Canada's role in Afghanistan has been unsuccessful.
Perhaps it is fitting to begin any analysis of the current sorry state of the Canadian military by pointing out that the most substantive act carried out by the government lately was to unveil a new medal for "battlefield bravery."
  While the Canadian government concerns itself with new medals, Canadians are engaged in a debate that, from down south, looks like a microcosm of the debate within the United States.  Canada’s people want to know why 83 soldiers have died for an undefined objective that has also cost $3 billion.  It’s a question Defence Minister Peter MacKay can’t answer, and one that Prime Minister Stephen Harper refuses to engage, instead resorting to left-baiting tactics when questioned about Canada’s role in the occupation of Afghanistan.

The most recent news on this front is the possible decision by Canada to scale back its Afghanistan mission.  They have already announced their intention to relinquish NATO command responsibilities in November. Further reductions would follow because Canadian participation is extremely unpopular at home.
 That unpopularity is completely understandable and warranted for several reasons. 

First, Canada’s mission is completely undefined. Writing in The Toronto Star, Liberal Canadian Senator Colin Kenny recently pointed out that Harper's pro-defense rhetoric is largely an impressive-sounding ruse involving "slight of hand" rather than modernization or strategic clarity.
 As one angry letter-writer told the Victoria News, "for nearly 50 years Canada has recognized that hard military combat should not be the main purpose of military force...our defence is greater served through helping others and keeping the peace...we now have a prime minister that believes in war making more than peacekeeping - present for combat in Afghanistan, absent in relief for Myanmar and China."

Given the undefined nature of the mission, as well as the numerous logistical problems and low public approval, one wonders whether this deployment was truly worth Canada no longer being perceived by the global community as a primarily peaceful nation.
 Moreover, jumping into bed with the United States has its price. Case in point: the Harper government's refusal to condemn Afghanistan for their persecution and removal of female Afghani parliamentarian Malalai Joya, who was kicked out of the "new democracy" for being female, and being outspoken against corruption--so much for Canada's commitment to human rights.

Second, Canada’s military is unsupported and under-funded by the Canadian government.
 Although critics of the United States’ occupation of Iraq often point to equipment shortages as a sign of Bush and company’s fundamental hypocrisy and dishonesty on the war, Canada has a similar credibility crisis. Federal audits have revealed that Canada has not come through on committed and projected spare parts for its troops. The 2,500 Canadian soldiers in Afghanistan have been reduced to stripping other equipment down to meet their needs.
  Viewing the situation from the U.S. perspective, equipping 2,500 doesn’t seem like it should be that tough, or taxing. Equipment, however, is not the worst of it. Like U.S. troops, Canadian soldiers are experiencing a disproportionate amount of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder cases, exacerbated by a complex process of homecoming, according to medical experts.
  

Finally, Canada’s role in the so-called “War on Terror” is at odds with its other, more important, international advocacy and action. For example, Canada wants to sign an international treaty banning cluster bombs.  However, their relationship with the United States and NATO makes this “tricky,” at best; impossible at worst.  It’s not merely that Canada is philosophically at odds with the US and NATO, but that they are involved in joint military missions, and those other two entities are likely to use cluster bombs. Other similar situations cut into Canada’s unique “soft power” image, one it has carefully honed over several decades.
 

In the end, it seems that the Harper government has bought into the wares of the Bush administration, but without the knowledge or savvy to reap any political or financial rewards. Canada’s mission in Afghanistan has, therefore, been unsuccessful because of poor parameters and criteria, an undercommitment to equipment, and a sharp decrease in the world’s perception of Canada as a promoter of human rights.
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