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commentary

from other pens...

Consumers’ mood based
on personal experience

By Will Lester

Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — Americans form their opinions about the
economy based on what they have to shell out for groceries and gas,
conditions at the workplace, and chatswith family and friends.

Personal experiencesplay at least asbigarolein affecting the confi-
denceinthe economy asdoeswatching TV newsor the stock market,
say consumers and the professional swho gauge the public mood.

“1justknow I’ mpaying morefor things— especially gasoline,” said
MelissaBlile, aCanton, Ohio, mother of twoyoung children. “M ost of
itisjust based on personal experience. I’ mready totear my hair out.”

KenGoldstein, aneconomistwiththeConferenceBoardinNew York,
saysthe Consumer Confidencelndex theboard rel easeseachmonthis
derivedfrommany sources, with newsreportsabout job | osses, thestock
market and energy pricesjust apart of the picture.

Consumers, Goldsteinsaid, “ aregetting thisinformation flow, but it
hasto get validated or contradicted whenthey gotowork, thestore, the
gym ... whenthey goto church.”

The Consumer Confidencelndex travelsat levelsfrom 120to 130in
good economic times, Goldstein said, and even rocketed up to 145 in
May 2000. The index dropped 14 pointsto 114 in January, itslowest
level since December 1996. Gol dsteinremindsthat theconfidencelevel
remains relatively high, despite the drop-off — it has fallen to 60 or
below in tough economic times.

“1n 1997, 1998 and 1999 we knew wherewewere,” he said of ape-
riod of high consumer exuberance and high employment. “The only
people sitting home watching Jerry Springer were doing it by choice.
Now itisn’'t so much pessimism, it'swe' re not surewherewe are.”

The Consumer Confidence Index will beissued again Tuesday.

“1 do think the press loves change and so have they been quick to
embrace the concept that the economy is going south,” said Tom
Rosenstiel, director of the Project for Excellencein Journalism, add-
ing the coverage may not be overstated.

“You’ vegot the chairman of the Federal Reserve (Alan Greenspan)
saying things are changing, the stock market going south, companies
failing to meet their projections, an energy crisisintheWest andrising
energy costsall around the country.”

For thepast 15years,ABC Newsand M oney M agazinehavetracked
publicopinionontheeconomy. Pollstersat ABC havecometothecon-
clusion their consumer index is driven more by real-life experiences
than by reaction to the news.

“Wefindthat short-term fluctuations of the stock market and media
coverage of the economy have less of an effect on consumer confi-
dence,” said Dan Merkle, assistant director of the network’s polling
operation. “It isdriven mainly by people'srea-world experiences—
particularly theirincome, level of debt and job prospects.”

That’sthe samefinding of Richard Curtin, director of consumer sur-
veysat the University of Michigan.

“Our survey recordeditssteepest declinefrom Thanksgiving to Dec.
10,” Curtin said. “ At that time, the news was focused almost entirely
ontheundecided (presidential) election.

“* Peoplehadtobeusinginformal sourcesof information, their neigh-
bors, relativesand employers’ prospects, their shopping experiences.
... Consumer confidence has remained high, but changeisimportant.
Thedeclineshave been sharp and large, and must betaken seriously.”

By late last year, consumers had been spending all of their income
and accumul ating near record levels of debt, Curtin said. “ Aslong as
their finances seemed manageabl e, they didn’t seeaproblem.”

Consumersclearly areconcerned about wherethingsaregoing next.

“I"d like to see what’s going to happen,” said BarbaraBacon, a43-
year-old deli worker in Everett, Wash. “ President Bush has promised
that thingswill get better. | want to seeif hewill keep that promise.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester coverspolling and politicsfor The
Associated Press.
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| am important, and | don fe

| don’'t know about you, but | think 1" m impor-
tant. It hastaken mealot of yearsto stop feeling
guilty about thinking that.

| come from afamily with along line of self-
image problems. Many of my ancestorshad infe-
riority complexes; they preferred following to
leading, being behind the scenesinstead of inthe
spotlight.

My mother oncesaidtome, “| don’'tknow where
you camefrom. If you hadn’t been born at home,
| would haveswornyouwereswitched at thehos-
pital.” Sheloved me, but didn’t understand me.

But then, | didn’t understand her either. | urged
her to join the church’s women'’s group, but she
didn't want to. When | insisted on knowing why,
she said, “Because sometime I'll be expected to
host ameeting in our home.”

“Sowhat’swrongwiththat?’ | asked. Shesaid,
“Our houseis not as fancy asthe other women’s
houses.”

| shot back at her some words of wisdom I’ d
heard from her in other situations, “At least it's
clean!” | didn’t understand. Shewasagood cook,
awonderfully patient mother. Why did shefee! that
shedidn’t measure up?

lorna

| amost alwayshavefelt comfortablewherever
| was, whatever | wasdoing. Oh, therehavebeen
timeswhenl felt guilty about thinking | wasasgood
asthenext person. Yetwhilefeelingasgood, | sel-
dom felt better than anyone. | just always seemed
content withwho | was.

Astheyearshavepassed, I’ vecometotermswith
my self-image. Asachild of God, | AM important
- asimportant, yet no more important, than any
other child of God.

| somehow knew | was loved and therefore of
value, but my mother never felt that way. Shewould
recoil indisgust every timesheheard thecommer-
cia that ended with“I’'mworth it!” Oncel asked
why, and shesaid, “ Becauseit sounds so haughty.
I’veneverfelt| should say that about myself inany
situation.”

| wasshocked. “But youARE worthit, Mom. |
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loveyou and God lovesyou. You areimportant!”

Shemust have spent sometimethinking aboutit.
Several remarksand circumstancesshowed methat
shewasre-considering her worth. Her self-esteem
begantogrow. | wasproud of her and kept pointing
out her good qualitiesand talents.

A week before she died, she asked me, “Do you
think 1I’m good enough to have a brand new quilt
put onmy bed?1’ venever used anew onefor me.”

| couldn’t believeit. Thiswomenwho had made
beautiful quiltsall her lifefor other peoplehad never
slept under a new one. | don’t remember saying
anythingfor aminute. Then, | got upand wentinto
her bedroom. | stripped the bed and then said,
“Which onedo you likethe best?’

Shesmiled, wentandgotit, andtogether wemade
thebed. Whenfinished, | huggedher andsaid, “ Yes,
Mom, you areworth it. You should have donethis
yearsago.”

She smiled. She only slept under that quilt two
nights, but I'll never forget her smile.

| wishMom, early inher life, had read thisquote:
“1’mgoingtotakemuch moretimefor thecareand
feeding of ME.” She thought too much of others,
and not enough of herself.

We need to find families who value peace, quiet

You hear al ot of talk about how weneedto keep
young peopleintown if wewant to save our com-
munity, but it is one of those thingsthat is easier
said than done.

Intoday’sworld, thereislittleto attract young
peopleto rural communities. We send them off to
collegeinbigger towns, and hey, oncethey’ veseen
thebright lights, how you gonnaget themto come
back tothefarm?

Attracting 20-somethings soundsgood, butit's
not that easy to sell.

Yearsago, young peoplewent off to collegeand
expectedtocomehometoruntheir fathers' stores
and farms, perhaps, but that was years ago. The
declineinrura population hasbeengoingonfor a
century, notjustinOberlinbut all acrosstheplains,
from Canadato Texas.

The advance in agriculture which has allowed
tofeed anever-growingworldwithanever-shrink-
ingfarm populationistoblame. Thesamegovern-
ment that paid farmersto stay ontheland waspay-
ing land-grant collegesto drive them off.

Inthe21st century, though, weare approaching
the end of that decline, the day when there are so
few farm operations out there that their numbers
will stabilize. We are not there; westill have hun-
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dreds and thousands of operations across the re-
gion which will go out of existence when their
owners retire. Meantime, the government pays
themtostay ontheland. But thedeclinecannot go
onmuch longer.

When that happens, wewill beleft with county
seat townswhich are about the same sizethey al-
wayshavebeen, maybealittlesmaller,andacoun-
trysidewhichislargely empty.

Wewill haveschools, businesses, hospitalsand
churches, but fewer peopleto support them.

Asever, thekidswill go away for more educa-
tion after high school, all but avery few of them.
Thenumberstoday insmall townstypically exceed
90 percent.

Most of these kidswill get used to thecity life,
thepartiesandfunthat accompany being at school
with afew thousand otherstheir own age. At 22,

they will not want to move home. They will want
thejobs, thechallengeandthesocial lifethat thecity
offers. Most of them, anyway.

Andwecould spend alot of money tryingtolure
them back in their 20swithout much success.

If weget them here, they areliableto beunhappy
withtheir social life and prospectsfor amate.

Whilewemight createjobs, wewon't grow fast
enoughto provideasocial life— or apool of part-
ners.

Our best chanceto grow and prosper might beto
aimalittlehigher, towardyoungfamiliesinthe 30-
plusrange.

These people match the demographics of our
current businessand professional popul ation, from
farmingtoretail tomedical.

Theoneswearelooking for are married, have e
family or are starting one, and their values have
changed. They want the peace and quiet, stability
and safety that asmall town can provide.

If we can providejobsor business opportunities
tothem, thereisareal chancethey will come, settle
in and prosper. With them, so would our towns.

How to get from here to there is another thing
entirely. We need moreideas.

But knowing what towork for isastart.

Clinton: The man to lead the African AIDS war

WASHINGTON — Seventeen million dead!
Twenty-five mortally wounded!

If Europewerehit with such ghastly casualties,
would Americabe sitting on the sidelines? If the
lands of our roots— England, Ireland, Germany,
Italy, Poland and all our others— faced a global
predator capableof such horror, wouldweAmeri-
cansavert our glances?

You, thereader, know theanswer. Asin1914and
1939, thiscountry would behot with debate. What
should wedo?How canwe help our friendsfight
thisfiend that killswithout sympathy?

| speak, for thosestill unaware, not of Europeat
the advent of WorldWar | or |1, but of sub-Sahara
Africaat the outbreak of World War 111.

Without much notice here, the fatality listson
that continent have entered the same horrendous
league. Seventeen million Africans have died of
AIDS. Twenty-fivemillionareinfectedwith HI V.
If thisWorld War I11 continuesfor even ahandful
more years, it will kill more humans on this one
continent thanthe50millionkilled onevery front
and death camp in World War 11.

What will Americado thistime?Will wewait,
aswedidintheyearsbefore Pearl Harbor, hoping
the danger might be arrested somewhere beyond
our shores?

Secretary of State Colin Powell spokethisweek
for the opposing view. “AlDSisanational secu-
rity problem,” he said. “It is a devastating prob-
leminsub-SaharanAfrica. Millionsof peopleare
at risk. Millionsof peoplewill die no matter what
wedo. Thiscreatesamajor problemfor Africaand
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other partsof theworld where AIDSis spreading.
Itisapandemic. Itrequiresour attention, and Con-
gresshasto be generous.”

The question is whether the United States will
now apply the same* Powell doctrine” infighting
AIDS in Africathat we did confronting Saddam
HusseininthePersian Gulf. Will webuild thenec-
essary popular support for the campaign here at
home? Will we bring the overwhelming force
needed to destroy the enemy inthefield?

So far, the only battalions fighting on the front
linesareintrepid contingents of the Peace Corps.

Volunteersin South Africa, Lesotho and neigh-
boring nations are teaching men how to use con-
doms, womenhow toresist themwhenthey don't.
They arehel pingtheorphansof AIDSvictimslearn
work skillsthat could meantheir survival. Beyond
their assigned jobs, many Peace Corpsvolunteers
areproviding caretotheHIV-infected themsel ves.

But theflood of HIV and AIDSis, tragically, of
biblical might. It attacksnot theyoung and theold
but young adults, including the continent’s “ best
andbrightest,” thoseonwhoseshouldersitsstrug-
gling nationsmost depend. Theseincludethehard-
working minerswho spendmonthsaway fromtheir

wivesandtheyoung, better-educated civil servants
also assigned to remote posts.

For Secretary Powell andfor President Bush, the
questionis, who will lead thisfight inAfrica?If it
isnot the United States, thiscountry of huge medi-
cal might and historic wealth, then who?

Andif AIDSinAfricaisathreat to our “ national
security,” asSecretary Powel | hasdetermined, who
should carry the U.S. banner?

| suggest thenameof President Bush'spredeces-
sor, William Jefferson Clinton. His proposed new
officein Harlemwould givehiman excellent com-
mand post from which to champion the American
campaign against aglobal menacethatiskilling at
greater number and efficiency thanHitler, Tojoand
Mussolini combined.

Chris Matthews, chief of the San Francisco
Examiner’s Washington Bureau, is the host of
“Hardball” onCNBCand MSNBC cablechannels.
The 1999 edition of “ Hardball” was published by
Touchstone Books.)

Letter Policy

The Goodland Daily News encourages and wel-
comesl|ettersfrom readers. L ettersshould be typewrit-
tenif possible, and should include atelephone number
and, most importantly, a signature. Unsigned letters
will not be published. Form letterswill berejected, as
will letters deemed to be of no public interest or con-
sidered offensive. We reserve the right to edit letters
for length and good taste. We encourage letters, with
phone numbers, by e-mail to: <daily @nwkansas.com>.




