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commentary

from other pens...

Possible high casualties
mutes Korean war talk

President Bushislessthan eager topick afight withNorthK oreaover
its nuclear weapons program, and not because he wants to deal with
Iragfirst.

Bush may have beeninfluencedin histhinking onNorthKoreaby a
conversation he had with South Korean President Kim Dae-jung last
February, threeweeks after Bush designated Pyongyang amember of
hisinternational “axisof evil.”

Sourcesfamiliar with their conversation said Bush wastaken aback
by Kim’saccount of the horrendous death and destruction that would
result from another Korean War.

Kimreportedly cited 1994 estimatesby theU.S. Joint Chiefsof Staff
asthebasisfor hisassessment. The potential American deadinsuch a
conflict would not be limited to the 37,000 U.S. servicemen in South
K oreabut alsowouldincludethetensof thousandsof other Americans,
most of whom livein the Seoul area, Bush wastold.

Seoul sitswithin easy range of North Korean artillery deployed just
acrosstheDemilitarized Zone. War alsowoul dkill or displacehundreds
of thousands from both sides, asdid thefirst Korean War in 1950-53.

Based on Kim' sassessment, thesourcessaid, Bushdecidedtoinclude
in his public statements on his subsequent visit to Seoul an assurance
to North Koreathat the United States has no intention of invading.

Bushandtopaideshavebeenrepeatingthat statement sincethen, even
since Pyongyang’sdisclosureit is devel oping auranium-based bomb
anditsannouncement it plansto reviveapl utonium-producing nucl ear
reactor that hasbeenidled under a1994 U.S.-North K orean agreement.

“TheUnited Stateshasno planstoattack NorthK orea,” Secretary of State
Colin Powell said Monday, repeating what Bush had said on Nov. 15.

Compared with the “axis of evil” period of almost 11 months ago,
theadministration haslowereditsvoiceonNorthKorea Therehasbeen
nosuchrhetorical backdidingonIrag, another member of Bush's" axis,”
and preparationsfor apotential war against Iraq are gathering steam.

Asofficialsseeit, Iragi President Saddam Hussein deservespriority
attention because, they say, hehasbeenviolating U.N. Security Coun-
cil resolutionsfor 11 years, whereas the North Koreans are relative
newcomersto the doomsday weapons business.

Theadministration is content to ook to adiplomatic solution.

Don Oberdorfer, aK oreaexpert at the JohnsHopkins School of Ad-
vanced | nternational Studies, said Tuesday thecurrent tensionsareremi-
niscent of thesituationin 1994, whenthe Northwasfirst found to have
been devel oping nucl ear weapons. Oberdorfer chronicled thetensions
that discovery produced in hisbook, “ The Two Koreas.”

“Weall thought weweregoingtowar,” thebook quotesL t. Gen. Howell
Estesas saying. Esteswasthe senior U.S. Air Force officer in Korea.

TheU.S. military said then the consequencesof anew war would be
staggering duetothelethality of modernweaponry. Military estimates
cited by Oberdorfer saidthat asmany as1 million peoplewouldbekilled
inafull-scaleresumption of war.

The number of Americans dead would be in the 80,000 to 100,000
range, compared with the 33,000 U.S. soldiers who died during the
Korean War. Out-of-pocket coststo the United Stateswould have ex-
ceeded $100 billion, Oberdorfer wrote.

Intervention by Jimmy Carter helped defusethecrisis. But the North
has found the nuclear temptation to beirresistible once again, leaving
the United States and other countrieswondering how to deal withit.

TheBush administrationisshowing no interest in talking, contend-
ing that based on violations of the 1994 agreement, North Korea can-
not betrusted.

Russiabelievesitisqualifiedtomediate, partly becauseof President
Vladimir Putin’s closetieswith North Korean chairman Kim Jong 1.

“We have instruments no other country has,” Russian Deputy For-
eign Minister Alexander Losyukov said Tuesday.

EDITOR SNOTE —George Gedda has covered foreign affairsfor
The Associated Press since 1968.
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| hadjust stepped off thetrolley when | saw him
afew yards beyond the door of my office build-
ing. Hewas sprawled on hisback inthemiddle of
thesidewalk. Heworeaknit cap and thick layers
of clothes. | couldn’'t seehisface, so| can't guess
at hisage. Maybehewasdrunk. Maybehewassick
or dead. | didn’t venturecloseenoughtosee. | was
latefor ameeting.

| told the security guard in the lobby. She had
aready calledthepolice. Then| rodetheelevator
to thethird floor, humming “ Joy to the World.”

| winced|ater to think about what thissaid about
me: | embrace compassion asavirtue, especially
at thistime of year, but not, apparently, when it
requires personal inconvenience.

War and Christmas arein theair, which means
thisstrangesort of social schizophreniaisbubbling
beneaththesurfaceacrossAmerica. Theindividu-
alismthat hasmadethiscountry greatisal sowhat
weakensit, isolating usboth ascitizensinour lo-
cal communitiesand asanationintheglobal one.

It’snhot just that westep past homel essmenand
women to reach the shoe sale at Macy’s. It's
tough to know anymore how to respond to the
medieval scenario on our city streets. We have
few excusesabout therudenessand narcissistic
gesturesthat contributetoit, theonesweso eas-
ily rationalize by citing our right to “be our-
selves’: talkingloudly on cell phonesin public;
interrupting someone to take another call; tak-
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ing up two spacesin acrowded parking lot; cut-
ting off other drivers; showingupinjeansanda
T-shirt at aformal wedding; subjecting gueststo
videotapes of a newborn’s birth; clipping nails
on asubway.

All-about-meindividualismchipsaway not only
at asociety’s standards of decorum, but also at its
cohesiveness. Themoreweclingtoour righttodo
whatever we fedl like doing, the less responsibil-
ity wefeel toward others. It sanattitudethat feeds
on itself: The more self-centered people are, the
stronger themessage that we can’t rely onanyone
but ourselves, sowebecomeeven moredefensive
and self-centered.

During thisseason, whenwedrop toysoff at the
firestationor writecheckstothehomel essshelter,
weliketoimagineweareall inthistogether.

But it's not what we see around us most days.
There'saconflict between embracing the idea of
connectingwithothersandrefusingtocompromise
one'sself-interest.

Nowhereisthis conflict played out on alarger
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scalethaninthewar roomsof theWhiteHouse. The
United Statesmadeit clear fromthestart wedidn't
need anyonebut ourselvesininvading Irag. We're
Americans. We can go it alone. And we can do it
without giving up our SUVsand our low-interest
rates. Itisno surprisethat we comeacrossto much
of theworld asTony Soprano swaggering into the
Bada-Bing. Andintheend, thevirileindependence
that makes us so confident about going it alone
could very well prove our undoing.

As Americans, we are accustomed to having
thingsour way, eveninwar. Americanswho cham-
pionthepresident’sinvasion of I raqsay weneedto
get rid of Saddam Hussein, but they say we can't
losetoomany Americanlives. They oftentalk about
“surgical strikes” that seem morelikevideo games
than actual war.

Wewant war without blood, generosity without
sacrifice. Theholiday season hasreminded methat,
aswe head toward war in Irag, we havetolook be-
yond ourselves. Ousting Hussein will be more €f-
fectiveif the United Statesjoinswithitsalies. At
home, as we support or oppose the president, our
voicesare more powerful together than alone.

And there'stheirony: By giving up some indi-
vidualismin pursuit of agreater goal, wemight in
theend save ourselves.

Joan Ryanisa columnist for the San Francisco
Chronicle. Send comments to her e-mail at
joanryan@sfchronicle.com.

Bush repeats Reagan’s spending strategy

President Bush evidently plansto win re-elec-
tionby joltingtheeconomy withhugenew tax cuts
and defense outlays and damning the deficit con-
sequences.

It'sarepest of theformulathat workedfor Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan in 1984 and, thistime, Con-
gressional Republicansintend to smooth the pro-
cessby using “dynamic” bookkeeping that trans-
formstax cutsinto revenuegains.

The GOP maneuver might succeed politically,
but it could also create along-term debt load just
whenthenation needsto makehugeexpenditures
topay for theretirement of thebaby boomgenera-
tion.

Democratsareonly beginning to comeupwith
an alternative to Bush's economic formula, but
they arebeginning... by proposingtofreezeBush's
tax cutsfor therichest taxpayers.

Theproblemfor Democratsisthat they alsowill
want to spend large sums on social programs —
especially agenerousprescriptiondrug benefitfor
all seniors — and oppose any reforms either in
Medicareor Social Security.

Also, totheextent that Democratsfavor tax cuts,
they want tofurnishthemtomiddle-incomefami-
lies at atime when consumer spending is strong
and what’s needed is a boost in business invest-
ment.

The potential long-term fiscal outlook was
scarily outlined in a paper prepared early this
month by outgoing Congressional Budget Office
Director Dan Crippenfor Sen. George Voinovich
(R-Ohio).

If Bush getshisway and Congresspermanently
extends his 2001 tax cuts beyond their present
cutoff date of 2010, and if spending continuesto
grow at current rates, thepaper stated, thecurrently
anticipated overall 10-year budget surplus of $1
trillionwill collapseinto adeficit of $2.5trillion.

And this estimate did not include probabl e ad-
justmentsto the alternative-minimum tax, which
could cost upto$200hillion, the$300billion 2003
stimuluspackagethat Bushiscontemplating, costs
of an Iragwar and occupation, and aprescription
drug benefit, whichislikely to cost at |east $300
billion.

In his letter to Voinovich, Crippen calcul ated
that, of the $3.5 trillion reversal, more than $950
billion would result from the tax cuts — demon-
strating onereasonwhy Crippen, though aRepub-
lican, isabout to be replaced as CBO director af -
ter onefour-year term.

“l saidin May that | wasnot interested in being
reappointed,” Crippen said in an interview. “It's
become a happy coincidence because they don’t
want me, either.”

“They” refersto Congressional GOP |eaders,
who want to find aCBO director who acceptsthe
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“supply-side” dogmathat tax cuts, by generating
economicgrowth, endup producingmoregovern-
ment revenuethan they lose.

“They” aso will bereplacing Lindy Paull as
director of the Joint Taxation Committee and in-
stalling another believer in so-called “dynamic
scoring.”

Crippensaid, “ Therearen’t many economistsof
any stripe who say that federal policy has no ef-
fectontheeconomy. Theproblemis, canyouquan-
tify it?And my answer up to now hasbeen‘no.””

Henotedthatinthepast, “ Therehasnever been
adynamic scorer at CBO, and no administration
hasever doneit.”

Up to now, the Bush White House's Office of
M anagement and Budget hasn’ t baseditsestimates
on dynamic scoring, either, and CBO and OMB
estimateshavetracked each other over thepast two
years.

Aidesto OMB Director Mitch Daniels say that
he has no plansto switch to dynamic scoring and
that hewill continuefighting tokeep deficitsdown
— at least by putting brakes on domestic spend-
ing.

Historically, accordingto CBO studies, govern-
ment fiscal policies— tax cuts, tax increases and
spending levels— have had less to do with fed-
eral deficitsand surplusesthan the overall health
of the economy.

The"“deficitsasfar asthe eye could see” of the
1980swerenot primarily theresult of Reagan’stax
cuts, Crippen said, but of the deep recession that
occurredat theoutset of hisadministrationandthe
end of high inflation, which reduced government
revenues.

Similarly, hesaid,“ Itwasnot President Clinton’s
and (economicadviser) Bob Rubin’staxincreases
or legislation by aRepublican Congressthat bal-
anced the budget and began to produce surpluses,
but growth in the economy.”

Supply-sidersnowadaysinsist that Republican
economic policiesin the 1980s ultimately pro-
duced the boom of the 1990s.

Crippen said, “The truth is that no one knows.
Wesaw arapidincreasein productivity, which no
one anticipated. We saw arapid increase in rev-
enuesre ativetothesizeof theeconomy, probably
from bonuses, stock options and capital gains,
which hasnow reverseditself.”

At the moment, CBO's estimates indicate that

the 2001 recession and the aftermath of terrorism
account for about 36 percent of thelossin federa
surpluses, while Bush’s tax cuts account for 24
percent and new spending on defense and home-
land security, 15 percent.

Largely for political reasons— hedoesn’t want
torepeat thefateof hisfather, defeated amid aweak
economy in 1992 — Bush seems determined tc
stimul atetheeconomy with new business-oriented
tax cuts.

Democrats, for their own political reasons, assert
that the economy isin even worse shape than Re-
publicans claim and want to rewrite Bush policy
completely.

It's probably a good thing that the holidays are
coming and Congressisout of session. It provides
some time to see what develops in the economy,
before politicians sink the deficit even deeper.

Morton Kondracke is executive editor of Roll
Call, the newspaper of Capitol Hill.
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