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An Open Letter to Harry Reid on controlling health car costs, By Robert Reich’s Blog — November 13, 2009 
 
Dear Senator… I know you're in a tough spot. It would be bad enough if you only had to get Ben Nelson, Evan Bayh, 
Mary Landrieu, and Blanche Lincoln on board, but anyone who has to kiss Joe Lieberman's derriere deserves a 
congressional medal of honor… But Harry, you really need to take on future health care costs. The House bill fails to 
do this. The public option in the House bill is open only to people without employer-provided health insurance. That 
will be too small a number to have bargaining clout to get good deals from drug companies and medical providers, 
and it will mainly attract people who have more expensive medical needs, which is why the Congressional Budget 
Office decided it would cost more than it would save. 

You also know a public insurance option that's open to everyone would cut future health costs dramatically by 
imposing real competition on private for-profit insurance plans. That's why the private insurers hate the idea. Even if 
states were allowed to opt out of this robust public option, the big states would almost certainly opt in, giving it the 
scale needed to negotiate great deals from drug companies and medical providers. This would put pressure on any 
state that opted out because their citizens would soon discover they're paying far more…  In addition to the House's 
weak public option, the deals the White House and Max Baucus made with the drug companies and the AMA will 
force Americans to pay even more. If, on the other hand, Medicare were allowed to negotiate lower drug prices, 
biotech drugs weren't granted a twelve-year monopoly, and doctors had to accept Medicare reimbursements in line 
with legislation enacted years ago, Americans would save billions… You know all this, but you're also trying to get 60 
votes in order get any bill to the floor. You have my sympathies, but unless you get these reforms into the final Senate 
bill you're not really helping most Americans afford future health care. — So, what do you do? 

First, try for the "reconciliation" process, which requires only 51 votes. Every one of the reforms I mention above 
would fit under the Byrd rule…  If that doesn't work, wrap these reforms together — a public option open to everyone 
(allow states to opt out of this if they dare), Medicare-negotiated drug benefits, no 12-year monopoly for new drugs, 
and a major squeeze on Medicare reimbursements for doctors — and have CBO score the savings. I guarantee you, 
the number will be large. Then you should dare anyone, Democrat or Republican, to vote against saving Americans 
so much money in years ahead. How is Ben Nelson going to face voters in Nebraska who would have to pay, say, 20 
percent more for health care in the future if Nelson refuses to go along?...  If neither of these tactics work, then take 
whatever bill you must to the Senate floor, but then introduce this reform package as the very first amendment to the 
bill. Call it the "Ted Kennedy Amendment for Helping Middle Class Families Afford Health Care," and whip the hell out 
of the Democrats. Get the President to help you. Surely Joe Biden will. If you can't get 51 votes out of Dems for this, 
publish the list of Dems who vote against it, strip them of their committee chairs or subchairs, and make sure the 
Democratic Senate Campaign Committee gives them zilch when they're up for reelection... Nobody promised you this 
would be easy, Harry. But, hell, why are you there, anyway? Your responsibility isn't just to pass whatever will muster 
60 votes and that the President and Dems can later call "health care reform." It's to do the right thing by the American 
people and bring down future health care costs. Don't cave in to Lieberman or Nelson or the drug companies or the 
private insurers or the AMA or anyone else. Lead the charge... All best, Robert Reich          

<><><><><><><><> 

Did Big Oil Win the War in Iraq?  by Antonia Juhasz  |  Alternet — November 14, 2009 
 
As U.S. and British oil companies sign contracts with the Iraqi government, is it time to declare Big Oil the "victor" in 
the bloody venture?                                                                                           

Last week, ExxonMobil became the first U.S. oil company in 35 years to sign an oil-production contract with the 
government of Iraq… As I write, several other contracts with the world’s largest oil companies are being finalized, and 
more are expected when a new negotiating round kicks off in Baghdad on Dec. 11… Do these contracts represent a 
"victory" for Big Oil in Iraq? Yes, but not one as big as the companies had hoped for (at least, not yet). 
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Before the United States and Britain invaded Iraq in March 2003, their oil companies were shut out of oil-production 
contracts being negotiated by the government of Saddam Hussein. Today, more than six years of war later, Saddam 
is gone, and the U.S. and British oil companies are not only in on the oil contracts, they have managed to sweeten the 
terms… However, organized resistance by Iraqis and people around the world has thus far succeeded in denying Big 
Oil its Big Prize: passage of the Iraq Oil Law, alternatively called Iraq Hydrocarbons Law, which would grant far 
greater control over Iraqi oil to foreign companies on terms much less favorable to Iraq than the current contracts 
provide… If the negotiations proceed on their current path, foreign companies will produce the vast majority of Iraq’s 
oil. How much control they will exert, and who will reap the greatest benefits (and endure the steepest costs) is yet to 
be determined. 

Before the Invasion — In January 2000, 10 days into President George W. Bush’s first term, representatives of the 
largest oil and energy companies joined the new administration to form the Cheney Energy Task Force. As part of its 
deliberations, the task force reviewed a series of lists titled "Foreign Suitors for Iraqi Oilfield Contracts" naming more 
than 60 companies from some 30 countries with contracts in various stages of negotiation... None of the contracts 
were with American or major British companies, and none could take effect while the U.N. Security Council sanctions 
against Iraq remained in place. Three countries held the largest contracts: China, Russia, and France — all members 
of the Security Council and all in a position to advocate for the end of sanctions. Were Saddam to remain in power 
and the sanctions to be removed, these contracts would take effect, and the U.S. and its closest ally would be shut 
out of Iraq’s great oil bonanza. 

After the Invasion — The invasion of Iraq dealt handily with the problem of U.S. and British exclusion. ExxonMobil, 
Chevron, BP, ConocoPhillips, and other major oil companies met with the Iraqi government on countless occasions, 
and the Iraqis tried to make deals… But the oil companies, backed aggressively by the Bush administration, 
steadfastly insisted that contracts would only be signed after the Iraq Oil Law was passed. They nearly prevailed on 
several occasions, but organized resistance in and outside of Iraq has continually stymied the law’s passage. 

Several forces have conspired to bring the oil companies to the negotiating table today.  Most recently and 
significantly, Iraq’s Parliament has refused to even consider the law until after the January 2010 elections. It is quite 
likely that a new government hostile to the interests of foreign (particularly U.S. and British) oil companies could come 
to power in those elections, making passage of the law much less likely. The deals being offered today would be the 
best the companies would be likely to get. 

President Barack Obama and his administration have been vocal and active proponents of the law’s passage; 
however, this administration’s allegiance to the oil industry is not as steadfast as that of its predecessor… The Obama 
administration’s push for passage of the law comes at the same time that it pursues withdrawal of all but a residual 
U.S. troop presence. It is hard to underestimate the added negotiating weight brought by 150,000 members of the 
U.S. (and until very recently British) military. Bush announced his most public declaration for passage of the Iraq Oil 
Law at the same time that he announced the surge of an additional 20,000 U.S. troops into Iraq. The pending loss of 
its most potent negotiating stick has clearly made the oil companies more willing to deal. 

Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton may have put forward the administration’s best position at the U.S.-Iraq 
Business and Investment Conference on Oct. 20, explaining: "A comprehensive hydrocarbon law is vital for regulating 
the [Iraq] oil sector. Parliament has delayed this vote until after January, but steps can be taken in the interim; for 
example, by holding transparent, credible auctions on oil and gas fields as we are seeing ..."  In other words, 'we 
know you want the law, but Parliament isn’t biting, and we’re not keeping 150,000 U.S. soldiers in Iraq indefinitely for 
you to get it. So, sign the d*** contracts.’  —  And finally, under immense pressure, the Iraqi Oil Ministry also has 
steadily been sweetening the deals…                                                                                               

The New Oil Contracts 

The Iraq Oil Ministry began a bidding round in June for eight currently producing oil fields, which are among the 
largest in the world. Only one consortium — BP and the Chinese National Petroleum Corp. — agreed to the terms. 
The rest of the companies balked, saying the terms just simply were not generous enough. The terms have since 
been sweetened (and applied retroactively to BP and CNPC's deal), and the companies are now jumping on board. 
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Because the U.S. and British companies to a large degree have squeezed into pre-existing negotiations, some 
strange bedfellows have emerged to sign these new contracts, and more odd pairings are expected soon…  * BP and 
CNPC finalized the first new oil contract issued by Baghdad for the largest oil field in the country, the 17-billion barrel 
Rumaila field. 

    * ExxonMobil, with junior partner Royal Dutch Shell, won a bidding war against Russia’s Lukoil and junior partner 
ConocoPhillips for the 8.7 billion barrel West Qurna Phase 1 project. 

    * Italy's Eni SpA, with California’s Occidental Petroleum and the Korea Gas Corp., was awarded Iraq's Zubair oil 
field with estimated reserves of 4.4 billion barrels. 

    * Japan's Nippon Corp., leading a consortium of Japanese companies including Inpex Corp. and JGC Corp., is at 
an advanced stage in talks to win the Nassiriyah oil field. 

 Shell, with partners CNPC and the Turkish Petroleum Corp., is also in discussions for the giant Kirkuk oil field, 
although negotiations have been delayed until after Iraq’s January elections. 
 

The Terms 

These contracts are complex and unique, representing a hybrid of existing models. They are not the best that the oil 
companies hoped for, which would have been production-sharing agreements (PSAs). Nor are they the worst the 
companies might have feared: Iraq is not maintaining its nationalized system, closed to foreign oil company 
production participation (U. S. and other foreign oil companies sell Iraqi oil now and have done so for decades). 

They are also not technical service contracts (TSCs), although this is what the Iraqi Oil Ministry has named them 
(likely in an attempt to thwart opposition to the contracts for offering too much to foreign oil companies). Greg Muttitt, 
an Iraq oil expert with Platform, told me, "TSCs generally last just a few years. They're generally for a specific job (e.g. 
installing pumps) rather than managing a field, and they go to service companies like Baker Hughes and Halliburton." 

On the positive side for the companies, where the development production contracts (DPC) that Iraq was signing prior 
to the 2003 invasion offered 12-year contracts, today’s run for 20 to 25 years; and while as recently as a year ago the 
Iraqis offered the foreign companies a 50 percent ownership stake, today’s contracts offer them a 75 percent stake 
(25 percent for the Iraqi government)…  On the other hand, where the PSAs sought under the Iraq Oil Law would give 
the companies an equity stake and the ability to book the oil in the fields as their own, these contracts provide 
reimbursement fees for capital and operational expenses and a fixed fee per barrel of oil produced and deny the 
companies the ability to book reserves. 

It remains unclear whether the foreign companies or the Iraqi government ultimately has production decision-making 
authority, and some of the benefits included in the contracts would be annulled if the Iraq Oil Law were passed, 
including requirements to hire and train Iraqi workers and the transfer of needed technology… Finally, the Iraqis 
apparently sweetened the deals further in the last few weeks by reducing the amount the foreign companies pay in 
taxes and allowing them to use private security forces to protect their facilities. 

The Next Bidding Round                                                                                                                                                
On Dec. 11 and 12, the second, much larger, bidding round will be launched in Baghdad. Forty-four international 
companies have been prequalified to bid on run for 11 groups of oil and gas fields in already producing and 
undiscovered fields. Negotiations will include the super giant Majnoon field, which Chevron and France’s Total have 
teamed up to bid for… The contracts for these fields are expected to mirror those described above, but no "model 
contract" has been made publicly available. 
 
Sunlight                                                                                                                                                                        
The Iraq Oil Law has remained an elusive goal of the world’s most powerful industry and governments, because a 
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massive organized global resistance movement has been shining a bright spotlight on its content, its backers, and on 
the consequences of its passage… We must continue to shine this spotlight on the new contract negotiations to help 
ensure that 1) the military occupation of Iraq will be able to conclude, and 2) that the Iraqis are not freed from a 
foreign military occupation only to be brought under foreign economic control. (What these contract negotiations mean 
for the continued U.S. occupation of Iraq is the topic of my upcoming article for Political Research Associates.) 
 
[Antonia Juhasz is the director of the Chevron Program at Global Exchange. She is the editor and lead author of The 
True Cost of Chevron: An Alternative Annual Report. She is on the National Advisory Board of Iraq Veterans Against 
the War, an associate fellow with the Institute for Policy Studies, a fellow with Oil Change International, and a senior 
analyst with Foreign Policy in Focus.] 

<><><><><><><><> 

Obama's Strongest Supporters Suffering the Most in Recession, While Elites Thrive, By Bob Herbert, The New 
York Times  —  November 16, 2009 — [http://www.alternet.org/story/143968/] 

President Obama’s strongest supporters during the presidential campaign were the young, the black, and the poor — 
and they are among those who are being hammered unmercifully in this long and cruel economic downturn that the 
financial elites are telling us is over… If the elites are correct, if the Great Recession really is over, then these core 
supporters of the president are being left far, far behind — as are blue-collar workers of every ethnic and political 
persuasion. Nobody wants to talk seriously about class in America, but the elites are smiling and perusing their stock 
portfolios while the checklist of Americans locked in depression-like circumstances just grows and grows: construction 
and manufacturing workers, young men without college degrees (especially young black and Hispanic men), 
teenagers, and those who were already poor when the recession began.The economic environment for all of these 
groups is an absolute and utter disaster. 

Now we’re learning that unmarried women are among those being crushed by the epidemic of joblessness. As the 
Center for American Progress has noted, “The high unemployment rate of unmarried women, and particularly the 1.3 
million unemployed female heads of household who are primary breadwinners for their families, is devastating to their 
financial circumstances and standard of living.”… Mr. Obama announced this week that he would convene a jobs 
summit at the White House next month to explore ways of putting Americans back to work. It remains to be seen 
whether the summit will yield anything substantial, but it’s fair to wonder why the president and his party have not 
been focused like fanatics on job creation from the first day he took office. 

It was the financial elites who took the economy down, and it was ordinary working people — the longtime natural 
constituents of the Democratic Party — who were buried in the rubble. Mr. Obama and the Democrats have been 
unconscionably slow in riding to the rescue of those millions of Americans struggling with the curse of joblessness… 
We’ve been hearing that there are six unemployed workers for every job opening in the U.S., but even that terrible 
figure is deceptive. There are 25 unemployed construction workers for every job opening in their field, and more than 
a dozen for every opening in the durable goods industries, according to the Center for Labor Market Studies at 
Northeastern University in Boston. 

This was not a normal recession, and we are not on the cusp of anything like a normal recovery. The unemployment 
rate for black Americans is 15.7 percent. The underemployment rate for blacks in September (the latest month for 
which figures are available) was a gut-wrenching 23.8 percent and for Hispanics an even worse 25.1 percent. The 
poverty rate for black children is almost 35 percent. 

Wall Street can boast about recovery all it wants — much of America remains trapped in economic hell. 

It will take a monumental leadership effort by the administration and Congress to spark the kind of changes necessary 
to transform this wretched employment landscape. Ross Eisenbrey of the Economic Policy Institute has written: “By 
itself, the private sector is unable to create jobs in the numbers the United States needs to obtain a robust, full 
economic recovery.”..  If that’s true, and I have long believed it to be the case, then we need to rethink our entire 
approach to employment. Conventional efforts to kick start economic growth are dwarfed by the vast scale of the 
problem. Bold new efforts — creative efforts — are needed. 
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A recent survey for the policy institute found that one in four families had been hit by a job loss during the past year 
and 44 percent had suffered either the loss of a job or a reduction in wages or hours worked. Economic insecurity has 
spread like a debilitating virus through scores of millions of American families…  What kind of recovery are we talking 
about if blue-collar workers, men and women without college degrees, large percentages of ethnic minorities, and the 
young and the poor are not part of it? And how can any recovery be sustained if economic insecurity is a permanent 
feature of even middle class life? 

The financial elites have flourished in recent decades to a great extent because they have had government on their 
side, with the politicians working diligently to ensure that rules, regulations and tax policies established an 
environment in which the elites could thrive. For ordinary Americans, it has been a different story, with jobs shipped 
overseas by the millions and wages remaining stagnant, with labor unions under constant assault and labor standards 
weakened, with the safety net shredded and the message sent out to workers everywhere: You’re on your own. 

We’ll get a chance to see at President Obama’s employment summit whether anything much has changed. 

<><><><><><><><> 

Major Hasan and The Legacy of George W Bush, by Thom Hartmann  —November 11, 2009  by 
CommonDreams.org 

 

If Bill Clinton — or, presumably, Al Gore (or even Ralph Nader) — had been President in 2001, the Ft. Hood 
massacre almost certainly wouldn't have happened. Because George W. Bush was president, it did. Here's why it's 
Bush's fault:  One of the first lessons aspiring novelists and screenwriters learn is that the goodness of a hero is 
defined by a single quality —- the evil of his opponent. From Superman's Lex Luthor to Batman's Joker to Indiana 
Jones' Nazis to Luke Skywalker's Darth Vader, for a hero to be perceived as larger than life, he must have a larger 
than life enemy. 

If Frodo in "Lord of the Rings," for example, hadn't been forced to do battle with the supernatural powers of the Ring 
and its minions, his story would have merely been a boring travelogue, but with an army of supernaturally brilliant, 
evil, and powerful opponents, Frodo had the opportunity to display his extraordinary inner courage and 
resourcefulness, qualities he didn't even realize he had until they were called forth by the peril of an awesome evil… 
This is a lesson that was not lost on Karl Rove and George W. Bush. If they could recast George as the opponent of a 
power as great as the Ring, then the rather ordinary Dubya could become the extraordinary SuperGeorge, rising from 
his facileness to prevail over supernatural powers of evil. 

Bill Clinton had a similar chance, but passed on it for the good of America and the world. 

When bin Laden attacked us several times in the 1990s in an attempt to raise his own stature in the Islamic world, Bill 
Clinton dealt with Osama like the criminal he was. He enlisted Interpol and the police and investigative agencies of 
various nations, brought in our best intelligence agents, and missed bin Laden in a missile-launched assassination 
attempt by a scant twenty minutes (bringing derisive howls from Republicans that he was trying to "wag the dog" and 
deflect attention from the Monica investigations). 

As Clinton left office, he and the CIA were tightening the noose on bin Laden, and his National Security Advisor, 
Sandy Berger, told me that when he briefed his successor, Condoleezza Rice, he told her to put bin Laden and al-
Qaeda at the top of her priority list and thus finish the job the Clinton administration had nearly completed. 

As we know, when Rice, Rumsfeld, Cheney, Bush, et al., finally came up with the priorities for their new administration 
in January of 2001, al-Qaeda had been replaced by tax cuts for Bush's rich donors on the "A" list, and didn't even 
appear on the "B" list… Thus came 9/11, despite over fifty explicit warnings given to the President, including the 
infamous August 6, 2001 CIA briefing in Crawford, Texas, that in the immediate future al-Qaeda intended to hijack 
commercial planes and use them to attack east coast targets. (Bush apparently took the warnings seriously — 
Ashcroft immediately stopped flying on commercial aircraft, and Bush moved to Texas for the longest vacation in the 
history of the American presidency...and even when that was over, he preferred Florida to target-listed Washington, 
D.C.) 
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In the days after the 9/11 attacks — much as in the days after Tim McVeigh blew up the Murrah Building — America 
had the sympathy of the world, and the police and intelligence agencies of even normally hostile nations offered to 
help us track down and bring to justice its perpetrators…  Muslims all over the world were horrified at the actions of 
one of their own, a fundamentalist turned criminal and murderer…  Mullah Omar of Afghanistan's Taliban first offered 
to arrest bin Laden and turn him over to us (Washington Post, Page 1, October 29, 2001, "Diplomats Met With Taliban 
On Bin Laden" by Ottaway and Stephens) and then made an explicit offer to arrest Bin Laden and try him for the 
crime of 9/11 (CNN, October 7, 2001, "US Rejects Taliban Offer To Try Bin Laden"; The Guardian, October 14, 2001, 
"Bush Rejects Taliban Offer To Hand Bin Laden Over")…  It would have been so easy for Bush to accept Omar's 
offer, which had resulted, according to the Post, in over 20 diplomatic meetings and negotiations. The Justice 
Department could have arrested Bin Laden like they did McVeigh, helped the Taliban dismantle Bin Laden's training 
camps and track down their attendees and sponsors, and launch an international effort to disassemble and render 
impotent al-Qaeda…  It probably could have been done in a year or less, given the intensity of the worldwide empathy 
for citizens of America and the many other nations whose people died in the World Trade Center. Over 5,000 
American soldiers would still be alive, and tens of thousands would not have lost arms, legs, and eyes. Hundreds of 
thousands — possibly over a million — innocent Afghans and Iraqis would still be alive. 

But Karl Rove knew that George W. Bush had a problem, and saw in bin Laden the solution, and didn't much give a 
damn what it would mean to American Muslims. 

Bush had not defeated Al Gore fair and square and was seen by most Americans as a spoiler, an illegitimate leader. 
As soon as the details of his proposed "supply side" voodoo economics hit the press in the first months of his 
presidency, the markets went into a nosedive…  And already there were stories circulating in the media of his cozy 
relationship with corrupt oil barons like Ken Lay and the secret energy meetings in the Spring of 2001 — before 9/11 
— in which Cheney, Lay, and others in the oil industry were apparently carving up the oil fields of Iraq…  Bush, in 
short, was seen as a buffoonish pretender, an ineffectual manager, and a sellout to big oil and other scandal-ridden 
industries. He was the butt of late-night jokes, a former college cheerleader, a "dry drunk" (except when tempted by 
beer and pretzels), an inside trader, a small man on the national and international stage. 

George W. desperately needed his own Lex Luthor if he was to reinvent himself as Superman. 

Rove and Bush realized that if they simply branded Bin Laden as the criminal thug that he was — the leader of an 
obscure Islamic mafia with fewer than 20,000 serious members — they wouldn't have the supervillain they needed for 
George W. Bush to be seen as a superhero. If Bush only authorized a police action, or cut a deal with Omar, he'd 
miss a golden opportunity to position himself as the Battle Commander of The War Against Evil Incarnate… And so 
began the building of the mythos. Osama as evil genius. Osama as worldwide mastermind. Even Osama as the 
antichrist (as General Boykin reminded us so candidly). 

If the remnants of al-Qaeda tried to pull our strings by increasing "chatter" about particular flights, for example, the 
Bush White House hyper-reacted with many press conferences and televised appearances by Tom Ridge. Every 
action was trumpeted. Bush put "Terror Alerts" on the screens of TVs nationwide as often as possible. The constant 
drumbeat was that George The Good was battling the One True Dragon. And that Dragon was Islamic. 

For George to remain SuperGeorge, Bin Laden had to be as big as Hitler in the minds of Americans. Thus, Richard 
Perle wrote in his breathless and hyperbolic book, “An End To Evil: ‘There is no middle way for Americans. It is victory 
or holocaust’ "…  But Afghanistan and Iraq weren't Germany, and Bin Laden wasn't even a pale imitation of Hitler. It 
wasn't a nation that attacked us — it was a tiny, local, but well-funded Islamic mafia — and that band of thugs run by 
Bin Laden no more represented the interests or opinions of the majority of the world's Muslims than Tim McVeigh 
represented the majority of America's Christians. 

This archetypal transformation of George W. Bush from spoiled, rich-boy pretender-to-the-presidency into the caped 
(well, flight-suited) SuperGeorge, Defender Of All Things Good And Right, had a powerful impact on the American 
people — and particularly on their perception of Muslims…  The shadow of the "good" SuperGeorge was, necessarily, 
the "evil" of Muslims. They were vilified — talk show hosts called for their outright murder ("Kill them all" said Michael 
Savage) — and a steady drumbeat of suspicion was cast toward American Muslims… Fox News and right-wing talk 
jumped in with both feet, feeding anti-Muslim hysteria that continues to this day with teary-eyed TV shows, a "secret 
Muslim" president, and Nazi-image Tea Parties. "Be afraid," they tell Americans every day. "Be very afraid." 
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In retrospect, it's surprising that Major Hasan was the first to snap in all these years. 

Bill Clinton knew what to do with a terrorist, be he Bin Laden or Tim McVeigh: brand them as criminals. 

The countries of Europe who endured years of terrorism — from the crimes of the IRA against the citizens of Britain to 
the crimes of the November 17th terrorist group against Greece, to the crimes of the Red Brigades against Italy — 
they were fought by investigators, intelligence operatives, and the highly effective web of police agencies that stretch 
across the world. Although less filled with “shock and awe”, these able people could have brought Bin Laden and his 
associates to justice without turning him into a supervillain or demonizing Muslims. 

… But that would have deflated the heroic SuperGeorge action figure in the minds of average Americans, and 
possibly Cheny's company Halliburton — which was on shaky ground financially before 9/11 — would have even 
gone under because of Cheney's ill-thought-out purchase by that company of a bankrupt asbestos supplier. (On 
December 10, 2001, before the bombing of Afghanistan began, Halliburton stock lost 43% of its value in a single day 
because Cheney's business decision was pushing them toward bankruptcy.)… So George and Dick made out just 
fine, but Major Hasan went nuts, and probably never would have had somebody other than Bush/Rove/Cheney been 
in the White House back in 2001. 

[Thom Hartmann (thom at thomhartmann.com) is a Project Censored Award-winning New York Times best-selling 
author, and host of a nationally syndicated daily progressive talk program, The Thom Hartmann Show.]                                

<><><><><><><><> 

Guest Editorial – Governments should get real on drugs. “We ignore the scientific evidence at our peril” says 
David Nut  — New Scientist  — November 7-13, 2009 
 
If there is one thing that politicians can and should do to limit the damage caused by illegal drugs, it is to take careful 
note of the evidence and develop a rational drug policy. Some politicians find it easier to ignore the evidence and 
pander to public prejudice instead... I can trace the beginning of the end of my role as chairman                                                                                                                                
of the UK's official advisory body on drugs to the moment I quoted a New Scientist editorial (14 February, p 5). 
Entitled, fittingly enough, "Drugs drive politicians out of their minds", the editorial asked the reader to imagine being 
seated at a table with two bowls, one containing peanuts, the other the illegal drug MDMA (ecstasy). Which is safer to 
give to a stranger? Why, the ecstasy of course... I quoted these words in the Eve Saville lecture at King's College 
London in July. This example plus other comments I have made — such as horse riding is more harmful than 
ecstasy — prompted Alan Johnson, the home secretary, to say that I had crossed the line from science to policy. This, 
he said, is why I had to go... But simple, accurate, and understandable statements of scientific fact are precisely what 
the advisory council is supposed to provide. Why would any scientist take up some future offer of a government 
advisory post when their advice can be treated with such disdain?... As well as ignoring its own advisers, the UK is 
falling out of step with international trends. When Portugal softened its drugs laws in 2001, drug use remained roughly 
constant, but ill health and deaths from drug taking fell.  Decriminalisation quietly crept up the agenda in Vienna this 
year at a meeting of the UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs, where governments heard new, independent evidence 
on how the harms of criminalisation were outweighing the benefits.  
  
In August, President Felipe Calderón of Mexico approved a law decriminalising possession of small amounts of 
marijuana and other drugs, and just last month, Eric Holder, the U.S. Attorney General, instructed federal prosecutors 
to stop hounding medical users of marijuana in the 14 states where such use is legal. No one doubts that heavy users 
of marijuana are risking trouble with their mental health. What I have simply pointed out is that we need a consistent 
policy, recognising that heavy users of alcohol and tobacco are more numerous and are causing themselves  — and 
others — even more trouble through their indulgence.  
 
Policies that ignore the realities of the world we live in are doomed to fail. This is true for just about all the biggest 
issues that we confront, from energy and climate to criminal justice, health and immigration. I'm not arguing that 
science dictate policy; considerations such as cost, practicality, and morality also have a role, but scientific evidence 
should never be brushed aside from the political debate…  The current British government has said repeatedly that it 
wants its policies to be evidence-based, but actions speak louder than words. On ecstasy, for example, it made policy 
first, sought advice second, and cynically rejected the advice it was given. The result is shambolic policy making, 
which gives great cause for concern if that is how governments operate more generally.  
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The results of a government inventing its own reality and acting on it can be seen in the appalling consequences the 
George W. Bush presidency had for world peace, the environment, and human rights. The message for the British 
government is a simple one: don't exclude rational argument in order to exploit a visceral public response. Politicians 
have to win the hearts and minds of their electorate. If your policy is informed by an underlying moral imperative, be 
open about what that is, and don't try to disguise it with a veneer of pseudoscience. We ignore scientific evidence at 
our peril.   
 
[David Nutt, professor of neuropsychopharmacology at Imperial College London, was chairman of the UK 
government's Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs until he was dismissed last week by the UK home secretary]                                                   
 

<><><><><><><> 
 
Tomorrow's weather: Cloudy, with a chance of fractals, by Robert Matthews Visiting reader in science at Aston 
University, Birmingham, UK]  — New Scientist, November 4, 2009                                                                              
                                                                                                                                                                                        
We’ve all watched those vast heaps of cotton wool float across the sky. Lofted and shaped by updrafts of warm 
air, cumulus clouds mesmerise with their constantly changing shape. Some grow ever taller, while others wither 
and die before our eyes. All bear witness to the ceaseless roiling of the ocean of air we call the atmosphere…  
About 80 years ago, the British mathematician Lewis Fry Richardson was pondering the shapes of such clouds 
when a startling thought occurred to him: the laws that govern the atmosphere might actually be very simple…  
Even at the time, with scientific meteorology still in its infancy, the idea seemed absurd: key equations governing 
the behaviour of the 5 million billion tonnes of air above us had already been identified — and they were anything 
but simple…      No one was more aware of this than Richardson, who is recognised as one of the founders of 
modern weather forecasting. Even now, the world's most powerful computers are pushed to their limits extracting 
predictions of future weather and climate from the equations he wrestled with using pencil and paper… Yet, 
Richardson suspected that behind the mathematical complexity of the atmosphere lay a far simpler reality — if 
only we looked at it the right way. 

Now, an international team of researchers analysing signals from satellites, aircraft, and ground-based stations 
have found clear evidence that Richardson's intuition was right and that the complexity of the atmosphere could 
really be an illusion… The results point to a new view of the atmosphere as a vast collection of cascade-like 
processes, with large structures the size of continents breaking down to feed ever-smaller ones, right down to 
zephyrs of air no bigger than a fly…  The implications promise to transform the way we predict everything from 
tomorrow's local weather to the changing climate of the entire planet. "We may never be able to view the 
atmosphere and climate in the same way again," says team member Shaun Lovejoy of McGill University in 
Montreal, Canada. "Rather than seeing them as so complex that only equally complex numerical models can 
make sense of them, we're seeing a kind of scale-by-scale simplicity."… Richardson had a reputation for having 
ideas decades ahead of his time. He pioneered the study of fractal geometry:  the study of patterns that look the 
same no matter how much you magnify them — though the word "fractal" had yet to be coined. Look at the 
honeycomb pattern in a beehive, say, and the hexagonal structure is only visible if you're not too close or too far 
away, but look at some kinds of plants and you'll see their fronds are made up of ever-smaller versions of the 
overall leaf. This is known as scale invariance, and is a feature of fractals. Richardson noticed that coastlines have 
a similar property, their jagged outlines appearing just as jagged as one zooms in to ever-smaller scales. 

Attempting to capture this mathematically, Richardson found the same behaviour in simple formulas called power 
laws, by which one quantity changes according to another raised to some power. Even something as simple as 
tiling your bathroom wall follows a power law: reduce the length of each square tile by 1/l and you'll need l2 as 
many tiles. Such laws also reproduce the scale invariance of objects like ferns and coastlines, which retain the 
same basic form no matter how big the change in scale…  It was while looking for other examples of self-similarity 
that Richardson came to ponder the skies above: he noticed how the shape of clouds is constantly modified by the 
invisible whirls and eddies of turbulent air that surround them…  To get some insight into the laws governing 
turbulent fluids, Richardson performed simple experiments in which he threw bits of parsnip into a lake and 
watched how they moved apart under the action of the whirls and eddies on the surface. As with coastlines, 
Richardson found that a scale-invariant power law seemed to apply — an observation that inspired him to poetry: 
"Big whirls have little whirls that feed on their velocity, and little whirls have lesser whirls, and so on to viscosity" — 
a parody of Jonathan Swift's famous 18th-century doggerel about fleas and the little fleas that bite 'em…  But 
behind the humour lay Richardson's growing conviction that the atmosphere is just a collection of cascade-like 
processes, with large structures breaking down to feed ever-smaller ones, creating a fractal-like structure which 
acted according to power laws… As with his work on weather forecasting, Richardson could only dream of a time 
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when his ideas could be properly investigated. That time seemed to come in the 1980s, when fractals and scale 
invariance hit the scientific big time. Simple scaling laws were suddenly claimed to underpin everything from the 
size and frequency of earthquakes and avalanches to the rise and fall of stock markets. So why didn't anyone put 
Richardson's idea to the test and search for simple power laws describing the entire atmosphere? 

The problem, says Lovejoy, lies with the word "simple". When fractals began making headlines, researchers raced 
to find the power laws behind a host of natural phenomena. In particular, they sought the value of the "exponent" 
in these power laws, the one number that governed the extent to which the phenomenon in question changed with 
scale. (In the bathroom tile example, the exponent is 2.)  … But they soon ran into trouble. "They found that this 
single-exponent approach didn't always work," says Lovejoy. "Many phenomena failed to obey power laws with 
one exponent, and people started to give up on them, saying the idea was overly simplistic and had been 
oversold.".. Among the ideas abandoned was Richardson's claim that the atmosphere is ruled by power laws; but 
in their race to move on, many researchers had overlooked the possibility that describing the atmosphere might be 
a tad more complex than describing a coastline, and so might have needed a slightly more sophisticated 
approach…  Take air pressure, for example. The familiar isobars on weather charts define regions of equal 
pressure, similar to the elevation contours on a map. Indeed, an isobar can be thought of as a kind of "coastline", 
described by its own fractal law, but there's a key difference: a coastline's shape is defined only at one specific 
value of height — sea level. In contrast, the isobars of air pressure form a whole array of shapes at different 
heights, like Russian dolls nested within each other. Air pressure is what mathematicians call a multifractal field, 
described by a whole set of power laws, rather than just one. 

The failure of researchers to find simple power laws for the entire atmosphere says more about their naivety than 
about Richardson's idea, but it cast a long shadow over attempts to apply fractals to meteorology, as Lovejoy 
himself discovered early in his research career. Inspired by the work of the French mathematician Benoit 
Mandelbrot, who coined the term "fractal" in the 1970s, Lovejoy devoted half of his doctoral thesis to evidence for 
power laws governing rainfall. "I was getting ready to move on to my postdoctoral research when I learned that my 
thesis had been rejected," he recalls. "The examiner couldn't see any connection between fractals and rainfall and 
I was advised to remove all references to it." 

Not wanting to risk a final rejection, Lovejoy did as he was told and resolved to publish the excised findings. They 
appeared in Science in 1982 (vol 216, p 185), along with Lovejoy's tentative claim that they might just be linked to 
Richardson's outlandish idea. 

In the following years, Lovejoy teamed up with Daniel Schertzer, now at the University of Paris East, France, and 
set about searching for evidence for multifractal power laws lurking in weather data.  They focused on rainfall: a 
meteorological phenomenon whose familiarity masks the complexity of its origins. Triggered by a delicate balance 
of atmospheric factors, rainfall is tough to model even using the most powerful supercomputers. Yet, by analysing 
data from the rain-detecting radar network around Montreal, Schertzer and Lovejoy found evidence for an 
underlying simplicity to the process... The radar data allowed them to plot the amount of rainfall in an area, as they 
zoomed in and out at different scales. The researchers found their plots could be described by power laws with 
different exponents — a strong hint that rainfall is a multifractal process, with the underlying physics cascading 
down to ever-smaller scales. 

While intriguing, the discovery was far from compelling. For a start, the data only allowed Schertzer and Lovejoy to 
extract power laws spanning scales between about 100 kilometres and 1 kilometre. To properly support their 
theory that the atmosphere is multifractal, they would have to show the scaling laws still held out to scales of tens 
of thousands of kilometres — the size of the entire planet. 

The team realised that one source of meteorological data was up to the job: orbiting satellites. Scanning the planet 
evenly and in great detail, they build up a consistent picture at scales ranging from a few kilometres to the whole 
planet; and Schertzer and Lovejoy realised that a satellite launched in 1997 by NASA and the Japanese space 
agency JAXA could allow them to put the multifractal theory to a truly global test. 

Orbiting the planet every 90 minutes, the Tropical Rainfall Measuring Mission (TRMM) peers down on a broad 
swathe of Earth with sensors that detect the telltale signs of rainfall on scales down to a few kilometres. Together 
with their colleagues at McGill University and the University of Paris East, Schertzer and Lovejoy analysed 1,200 
consecutive orbits of TRMM, looking for signs of multifractal behaviour in the atmosphere. 
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Earlier this year, they published their findings in Geophysical Research Letters (vol 36, p L01801), and they were 
simply stunning. The satellite data generated a beautiful collection of fractals and followed power laws on scales 
from tens of thousands of kilometres down to about 10 kilometres. 

Going off grid                                                                                                                                                          

Today's computer models represent the atmosphere as a vast grid-like pattern of cells, whose meteorological 
properties are calculated using the complex equations formulated by Richardson and his successors. The finer the 
grid, the better the simulation, but even the world's fastest supercomputers can't cope when the grid is made up of 
cells smaller than about 100 square kilometres… To get around the problem, modellers have come up with estimates 
of what happens inside the cells, called parameterisations. The problem with such parameterisations is that they can 
fall victim to the notorious butterfly effect, by which even small inaccuracies in the initial conditions can be magnified 
to huge size by the nonlinear nature of the processes underlying the weather. This can lead to unreliable forecasts. 

McKenna believes that the discovery of scaling laws could transform the situation by providing insights into 
phenomena that take place on scales smaller than 100 kilometres. Robin Hogan of the University of Reading, UK, 
agrees that they could be a big improvement on existing techniques. "Although we won't know what individual 
eddies are doing at this sub-grid scale, their net ability to, say, transport heat vertically could be estimated," he 
says. 

Now, Lovejoy's team is keen to see cascades extend the reach and reliability of current models. While the existing 
models cannot handle structures much smaller than 100 kilometres across, the cascades may continue down to 
scales smaller than a millimetre. "Cascades could help fill in that missing factor of 100 million or so," says 
Lovejoy…  To find out, he and his colleagues are now working with researchers at the US National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration in Boulder, Colorado, on incorporating multifractal techniques into live computer 
models of the atmosphere. Their aim is to make both weather and climate models reliable at the finest scales 
possible. It's a challenging goal, but one that Lovejoy believes is achievable. "Obviously there are many issues to 
be resolved," he cautions, "and it may be some years before the techniques are implemented."…  Nevertheless, it 
seems we are closing in on a new era in our understanding of the atmosphere, one in which computer models 
finally get to grips with its full complexity in all its beautiful simplicity, and with the need for reliable predictions of 
the future climate more pressing than ever, Richardson's genius may have cut through the clouds of complexity in 
the nick of time. 

"The history of science shows that complex phenomena usually give way to underlying simplicity," says Lovejoy. 
"And simplicity points the way to the future". 

A reality check for climate models 

It's not just more reliable weather forecasts we can expect by swapping complex numerical models for the simpler 
ones advocated by British mathematician Lewis Fry Richardson. Robin Hogan at the University of Reading, UK, 
believes that such power laws could also act as a vital reality check on climate models. Put simply, if a given 
model doesn't reproduce the real atmosphere's multifractal behaviour and its power laws, something must be 
missing…  Which raises an obvious question: how well do current models of the atmosphere perform? After all, if 
there's any truth in Richardson's idea, their computational complexity should give rise to cascading simplicity. 
Jonathan Stolle at McGill University in Montreal, Canada, has teamed up with his colleague Shaun Lovejoy, and 
David Schertzer at the University of Paris East, France, to examine this issue, and so far the results are 
encouraging. 

"We've recently demonstrated that the top traditional numerical models have virtually perfect cascade structures 
from around 10,000 kilometres down to 100 kilometres," says Lovejoy. Power laws may be able to extend the 
models' reach and accuracy even further. 
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