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commentary

from other pens...

U.S. undaunted
by drug war setbacks

By George Gedda

Associated Press Writer

WA SHINGTON — Thereweresmilesaround the State Department
awhileback whenthelatest CIA estimates on cocaproductionin Co-
lombiaweredisclosed. It wasnot aproduction drop that generated the
upbeat mood, only aslowdown intherate of increase.

I nstead of thecustomary 20-pluspercent jumpinproduction, thecoca
cropwasup by a“mere” 11 percent, theresult of an eradication effort
that, however ambitious, failed to keep pacewith new cocaplantings.

Nobody ever said the war on drugs would be easy. Officias have
cautioned it may be 2005 before the sharp acceleration in U.S.
counternarcotics assistance to Colombiaproduces results.

One of the bright spots on the horizon has been a Cl A-sponsored
program under which U.S. surveillance planes track suspected drug
flights, then aert the Peruvian or Colombian air force, asappropriate.
Under therules of engagement, the suspect flight can be shot down by
host country fightersif certain conditionsare met.

Inthe past six years, 30 drug flights over Peru have been shot down,
|eaving narcotraffickers discouraged and contributing to atwo-thirds
declinein cocaproductioninthat country. Finding Peruinhospitable,
many traffickers moved next door to Colombia.

Now eventhesurveillanceprogram hasfallen onhard times, at | east
over the short term. It has been shelved in the aftermath of the tragic
downing Friday of anAmericanmissionary flight that Peruvianauthori-
ties, notified by the CI A’sairborne sleuths, mistook for adrug flight. A
U.S. missionary and her daughter werekilled.

U.S. andPeruvianofficia swill try to sort out what happened and then
resume the flights after a hiatus, according to current estimates, of a
few weeks, duringwhichthetwo sideswill discussmeasuresto ensure
thereisno repetition of theincident.

That tragedy will fade from public consciousness but doubts about
thewisdom of the overall U.S. drug campaign are expected to linger.

There are complaints that drug crop eradication in Colombia and
elsewhereintheAndes has produced little effect ontheprice or avail-
ability of cocainein the United States, and that chemical and manual
eradi cation programshave pushed growersdeeper intothejunglewhere
they level virginforeststo grow their crops.

“Our national andinternational drug control strategy isnotworking,”
acoalition of 39 religiousand other groupssaidin aletter to President
Bushin February.

Meanwhile, thecivil war in Colombiaappearstobeworsening. Right-
ist paramilitary units, aided by chain saws, hammers, stones and ma-
chetes, have been massacringinnocent villagersinremoteareas|ately.

“We have returned to the most barbaric era,” Colombian Ombuds-
man Eduardo Cifuentes said after amassacre | eft dozens dead.

TheBush administrationiscalling for patience, saying that hel ping
Colombianseradicatetheir drug crop hasadirect impact on guerrillas
of both sides because of their reliance on drug money for operations.

And officialssay the anti-drug fight isjust beginning. Deliveries of
U.S. Black Hawk helicoptersfor Colombia santi-narcotics battalions
and itsnational policewill begin later thisyear. The two security ser-
vicesalsoareontaptoreceive 34 Huey-2sinthe coming months. Also
intheworksisashipment of fiveadditional spray planesfor policeuse.

Recognizing Colombia’s problems extend well beyond narco-
trafficking and civil war, the United Statesis assisting in anumber of
other areas, especially law enforcement.

In contrast to other issues, Bush seemsto have no problem in pick-
ing up on Colombiapolicy where President Clinton left it. Hehassaid
theU.S. goal isto help the Colombian government “ protect its people,
fightthedrugtrade, haltthemomentum of theguerrillasand bring about
asensible and peaceful resolution” to Colombia slong civil war.

EDITOR SNOTE — George Gedda has covered foreign affairsfor
The Associated Presssince 1968.
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Kansas celebrity |

Not many of us have a movie made about our
lives.

If we think about it, most of uswouldn’t want
someone to put all our warts and eccentricities
before thewholeworld.

ErinBrockovichisnot oneof those people. She
allowedtheworldtolook at her life—failedrela-
tionships, hardheadednessand astyl e of dressing
my Mamausedto call ‘trailer trash.’

Of course, theA cademy-Award-winningmovie
also showed her better side: Her thirst for knowl-
edgeandjustice. Her patienceand persistence. Her
empathy with those who are suffering.

Andshe'saKansasgirl.

On Friday, she spoke at the Kansas Press Con-
ventionand offered her rulesof theroad, whichshe
saidwerebased onthevaluesshelearned from her
parentswhilegrowing upin Lawrence. For much
of her life, shesaid, sheforgot them, but she’scome
back to them:

1.Don'tlie.

Asateen, shesaid, shelearned thevalueof truth
when caught inalieto her father.

Shedtill hasaletter hewrote her at thetimeex-
plainingwhy shewasbeing groundedandhow lies
toreup thefabric of her family.
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2. Have sticktoitiveness.

Asadydexic, Erin said, she had to struggle all
through school, but her parents would not let her
giveup.

Her determination hel ped her to build her phe-
nomenal memory and taught her how to skim ma-
terial for what she needed.

3. Never be afraid to bewho you are.

Asasingle mother it washard, she said, but she
stuck to her principlesandforged ahead todowhat
shehad to do.

4. Becauseyou haveto.

When shewasyoung andwouldn’t eat her broc-
coli, her mother told her, shewould “ because you
haveto.”

Whenher brother died and shewassitting beside
her father at thefuneral, shewhisperedto himthat
she couldn’t do this. Her father replied that she
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would — because she had to.

Sometime, she said, you do things not because
you want to but “ because you haveto.”

5. Tough s**t.

Lifeif not fair, shesaid. Get over it.

6. Stand up for what'sright.

If something iswrong, don’t try to sweep it un-
dertherug. If abully ishogging all thetoys, say so.
If abig corporationisdoing something bad, say so.

In Hinkley, Calif., the power company told the
folksthat they had nothingtoworry about, that their
water supply wasfine.

In redlity, the water was contaminated and the
peopleweresick with nosebleeds, cancer, miscar-
riagesand chronic fatigue.

Only through theeffortsof Erinand thelaw firm
sheworkedfor (sheisnot alawyer) werethewater
problemsbrought out andthecompany madeto pay
for themisery it caused.

Now she’sonalecturetour and when shereturns
to California, shewill go back towork toferret out
environmental problemsthat big firms have tried
to sweep under the carpet.

Only by allowing open accessto public records
can peoplefind out what they needtoknow, shesaid.
That, and it takes sticktoitiveness.

Arsenic and old arguments

WASHINGTON — George W. Bushisasking
the American peopleto take adose of arsenicin
their drinking water.

Imagineif he' dsaidthisinthecampaign. “ Vote
Bush! A little arsenic never killed anybody.”

That would have saved usfrom all that chatter
about chadsand dimplesdowninFlorida. Against
the" Arsenic Candidate,” Al Gorecould havesom-
ersaulted to hisway to PennsylvaniaAvenue.

Maybe hewill next time.

Thisishow Bush’sarsenic decision has sharp-
ened and shifted the debate: Before he addressed
the Clinton-imposed standards on how much of
this poison getsinto our water, the fight was be-
tween “environmentalists” and “industry.” Now
it'sabattlebetween our healthand anyone— poli-
tician, polluter or smply partisan Republican —
who dares endanger it.

If I wereBush, that would beafight I’dwant to
skip.

If | werean activist intheenvironmental move-
ment, that's precisely thefight I’ d want to wage.

The reasons arise from human nature. People
care more about a toothache than they about the
starvinginEthiopia. They caremoreabout getting
emphysemathan theAlaskan cariboulosing their
favoritetrail. They worry moreabout skin cancer
than global warming intheyear 2020.

In fact, they get downright angry. The reason
JuliaRobertswonthat Oscar for standing uptothe
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pollutersisthat kidsfrom the neighborhood were
getting sick. We rooted for “Erin Brockovich”
because she was aworking-class hero who stood
up, not for some high-minded “environmental -
ism,” but toaheal thmenacethreatening peoplejust
likeher.

Thisiswhy “arsenic” isakiller to people who
don’ttakesuchissuesseriously. It'swhy theenvi-
ronmental movement can and should exploit its
lesson: Don’t deal withtheglobal questionswhen
you can point to the local danger; don’t focus on
thefuturewhenyou cantalk about now. Don’t say
“environmental” whenyou exploitthemore pow-
erful word “health.”

Never discount the power of lingo. If you said
“arsenic” to me afew weeks ago, | would have
thought “ Arsenic and Old Lace,” the movie. |
would havethought of Cary Grant and thosenice
oldladieswho buriedtheir victimsunder thewin-
dow seat. I’ d have thought “ murder.”

You say arsenic today and | think “ George W.
Bush.” | think political mayhem. | think “What a

windfall for the environmentalists!”

Thisislikethe Reagan budget-cutters declaring
that ketchup qualified asa* vegetable’ for school
lunches.

Naming Gale Norton to head Interior was a po-
litical payoff to the Rocky Mountains. It was the
price the pro-Gore environmental |obby paid for
putting their money on the wrong pony. It didn’t
affect people’simmediate well-being. Neither did
the question of Alaskan oil and gasor the decision
to undo Clinton’s 11th-hour call to conserve huge
areas of wilderness.

It was only when the talk turned to “arsenic,”
which causes lung and bladder cancer — anc
screams “ POISON!” — that the public took hard
notice.

Remember: It wasn't the organized | efties whao
turned publicopinionagainstthehorror. ItwasL BJ
killingthecollegedeferment. That’ swhen anissue
of grand global defense strategy was suddenly &
near and present danger to that kid in the upstairs
bedroom.

ChrisMatthews, a nationally syndi cated colum-
nist for the San Francisco Chronicle, is host of
“Hardball” onCNBCand MSNBC cablechannels,
The 1999 edition of “ Hardball” was published by
Touchstone Books.
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