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from our viewpoint...

Murder is foul deed,
thankfully rare here

Theeventsafew miles south of Brewster have focused atten-
tion on the darker side of human actions, and we feel sympathy
for thefamily of the onewho wastaken in such aharsh manner.

Looking back over the 116 year history of Sherman County it
isgoodtoseethat casesinvolving murder havebeenrare, andthere
havebeentimestherewereyearsbetween suchtragicoccurrences.

It was remarkable to see there was a 23 year period without a
singlecaseand it had been 17 yearsago that thelast murder took
place. Tosomepeopleweta kedto having 17 murderswashigher
than they expected.

At the same time we weretalking to County Attorney Bonnie
Selby about the number of drug related casesfiled inthe county
last year. To ushaving 35 people arrested seems a high number.

Themost alarmingpartisthenumber arrestedfor theirinvolve-
ment in meth labs. Selby was pleased she was able to get pleas
and convictionson manyof thosearrested, and believesshehasa
good cases against more of the pending cases.

Thestatisticsfrom Sel by bringshomethefact thewar ondrugs
ison our doorstep. We are sure the law enforcement people will
continueto emphasi ze catching thosewho aremanufacturing the
drugs, and want them to know we appreciatetheir work.

Whether we can winthewar ondrugsisalarger philosophical
guestion, and onewith no quick or definiteanswer. Itiseasier to
argue about the need for troops to stay in Irag and Afghanistan
than to find answers to how we stem the tide of drug use in our
country.

Nearly 100 years ago asimilar war was being fought against
thedemonsof alcohol. Therewerenational andlocal chaptersof
the Women’s Christian Temperance Union in most cities, and
peoplewerelining up to take the pledge not to drink.

That effort spawned the 18thAmendment which prohibited the
manufacture of alcohol on anational scale, and gaverisetothe
“roaring 20s’ and the heyday of the bootlegger and speakeasy. It
didnot really stop themanufactureof alcohol nor thethirst of the
country, and after a number of years the failed attempt was re-
pealed by the 21st Amendment.

It wasbetter to regulateand tax thevice of drinking rather than
continuetrying tobanit from existence, anditisabig part of the
national incometoday.

That tactic has been employed on the evils of tobacco and the
costsof smokingisat least 20timeshigher today thanit waswhen
wewereteenagers.

We remember when the anti-smoking groups decided it wasa
goodtacticto” educate” theyoungkidsabout thedanger of smok-
ing and they went home and tried to tell mommy and daddy or
grandmaand grandpathey shouldn’t be smoking.

Today the anti-drug effort is aimed at the young people with
the hope they will learn about the dangers, and will be strong
enough to stay out of that trap.

Itwasgoodto hear Selby say thenumber of juveniledrug cases
were down inthe past few years, and we hope that trend contin-
ues. We have seen the trouble and pain drugs like meth and co-
caine can cause. Wemay not be ableto winthewar ondrugs, but
the evidenceis strong we must continuethefight.

Webelieveitisagood bet that keeping thedrug level in check
is part of what keeps murder at alow number, and feel afew of
themorerecent murdershaveaconnectiontothedemonsof drugs
and alcohol. -— Tom Betz
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Disease threats are overrated

Let'shear it for theoverrated disease.

Every time you pick up the morning paper,
there’ ssome new threat to human health.

It'shard to say whichisthe most overrated,
but if any disease actually killed or even sick-
ened as many people as the hype would have
you believe, we'd beinreal trouble.

Where should we start? Anthrax?

There’'s no doubt that the purified anthrax
some wacko sent through the mail two years
ago was deadly. Trace amounts left in postal
equipment apparently killed at least two or
three people who never saw one of the origi-
nal letters. Congresswas locked out of its of -
ficesfor weeks. Mail facilitieswerein an up-
roar.

But the anthrax powder ismore of apoison
thanadisease. Thebacteriumisdeadly enough
at “weapons grade,” but the disease itself is
hardto spread and fairly easy totreat.

So much for the anthrax scare.

West Nilevirus?

For al the hysteria the last couple of sum-
mers, the number of serious cases has num-
bered inthedozensinthisarea. It'snot anice
thing to get, but it'sno epidemic.

Thediseaseisdeadly enough for birds, but
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most larger animals — horses and humans
seem to be the most susceptible — recover
quickly. Any virushasitsrisks, but West Nile
isnot going to depopul ate the United States.

SARS, or Severe Acute Respiratory Syn-
drome?

Virus caused, sort of a heavy-duty cold,
SARS isanasty infection, but it's been suc-
cessfully contained thelast couple of years.

Again, it's not something you’ d volunteer
to have, like getting the mumpswhileyou’re
young. But SARS is not the Black Death, or
bubonic plague.

Neither isplaguethese days, cometo think
of it.

Endemic in many areas, plague seldom
bothers humans today. Better sanitation and
limited contact with rodents has stopped its
spread.

Just don’t play with prairie dogs.

Hantavirus scares me. Like the African in-
fection ebola, it'soften fatal. Theinfectionis
painful. No onewantsto bethat sick.

But unless you play in deer mouse drop-
pings, it's hard to get hantavirus. It doesn’t
seemto be spreading to the human popul ation
withany great speed. Nor hasebolaleft itsAf-
rican homeland.

And then there's mad cow disease, more
properly known as bovine spongiform en-
cephalopathy. It's a nasty little infection,
caused by aparticle known asa*“prion” that
defiesdefinition. Sheep, deer, elk and people
all get someform of thisdisease, and it seems
to spread in most species by eating brain tis-
sue.

Or maybe not. No one knows.

But thenumber of humansinfectedisinfini-
tesimally small compared to the number of
peoplewho eat beef, venison, elk and mutton.

It's been a good guess that the next big flu
epidemic will take more people than al the
others combined, but influenzais more of a
common-typedisease, hardly worthy of scare
headlinesand 5 o’ clock treatment.

That should put the trendy diseases in per-
spective. Ah, but where’'sthefuninthat?

We have seen the mad cow, and It IS us

A friend of mine was uncharacteristically
cheery during the holidays, an anomaly hefi-
nally explained: “1 made a bunch of money
shorting Wendy’s.”

He'saday trader. Trandated, his explana-
tion means he cashed in by betting the panic
from mad cow disease would turn fast-food
company stocks into downer animals. The
messagehereisthat our culturehasbecomeso
predictably frenzied people can make money
betting on stampedes.

Orange derts, airport barricades and froth-
ing at the mouth about avanishingly obscure
disease of cattle— these are the trappings of
what somelabel a“ culture of fear.” | wishwe
were, but | think thereis a subtle and impor-
tant line to be drawn here between fear and
panic. The latter implies bug-eyed, bovine,
bellowing hysteria, and mad cow diseaseillus-
tratesthepoint. Wearenot acultureof fear. We
areacultureof panic.

Theshort selling of fast-food stocks, killing
of calvesandregulatory umbrageareall panic
reactions. No American has contracted mad
cow diseaseinthiscountry, let alonedied. By
comparison, threecommonfood-bornebacte-
ria— salmonella, listeria and toxoplasma—
kill 1,500 Americansayear, yet food poison-
ing isbackground noisenot worthy of ahead-
line.

Panicisashort-term, irrational response, and
there simply is nothing to panic about in our
beef supply. Thereis, however, something to
fear, something to identify asareal andlong-
term threat that requires arational response.
The madness is not in our cattle, but in our
method of raising them.

Thediseaseisaconcern because amost 80
percent of the nation’s beef comes through
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feedlots, whichcollectively formaremarkably
inefficient protein factory. Mostly, this
system’sraw material is grain and soybeans.
Butit getsamped upwith protei nsupplements,
which these days could mean anything from
rendered household petsto sardines, blood or
slaughterhouse waste.

Legally, rendered cattle parts aren’t sup-
posedtobefedtocattle. That’'sthepracticethat
canindeedinfect cattlewithmad cow disease.
But asisthecasewithany large, elaborateand
diffusesystemwithanendgoal of profit, regu-
lations dlip. Even thefederal government ad-
mitsthe banistoo frequently breached.

Thisfeedl ot system devel oped aspart of our
Rube Goldbergian industrial farm economy
that haseverythingtodowithdisposing of sur-
plus grain and almost nothing to do with the
health of consumers, the well-being of farm-
ersand the health of theland.

We could finish our beef on grass, assome
niche marketers are doing in this country.
(Given the current panic about mad cow, that
would be a pretty niche to occupy. Even my
short-selling friend could be bullish on this
business.) Grasscan't spread mad cow disease.

But madcow isnotthepoint;it’sasymptom
of adeeper ill. The feedlot system is cruel,
wasteful and dangerous. It entails alitany of
abuses, but its inefficiencies can be summed
in energy use. Ittakesabout 10 cal oriesof fos-
sil-fuel energy tomakeacal orieof feed ot beef.

Grass-fed cattle require less than athird as
much.

Thistheme plays throughout our food sys-
tem. Cornell University’sDavid Pimentel es-
timatesthat if theworld’sknown oil reserves
were used only for agriculture and the whole
world produced food in the high-energy way
we do in the United States, those reserves
would begonein about sevenyears.

Anyonewho doesnot seetheperil tohuman
lifein that number hasn’t considered how far
wewill gotosecure ail. | fear our adventurein
Iragisonly the beginning.

Richard Manning’s most recent book,
“ AgainsttheGrain: HowAgricultureHasHi-
jacked Civilization,” will bepublishedinFeb-
ruary. Manninglivesin Missoula, Mont. Heis
amember of the Land I nstitute’'sPrairie Writ-
ersCircle, Salina, Kan.

Letter Policy

The Goodland Star-News encourages and
welcomes letters from readers. Letters
should be typewritten, and must include a
telephone number and a signature. Un-
signed letters will not be published. Form
letters will be rejected, 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 address and phone
numbers, by e-mail to: <star-news@nw-
kansas.com>.
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