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N 2012, President Barack Obama, ev-
er hopeful that reason would prevail,
predicted that his re-election would fi-
nally break the GOP’s “fever”. It
didn’t. But the intransigence of the
right wasn’t the only disease troubling
America’s body politic in 2012. We
were also suffering from fiscal fever:

the insistence by virtually the entire political
and media establishment that budget deficits
were our most important and urgent econom-
ic problem, even though the federal govern-
ment could borrow at incredibly low interest
rates.

Instead of talking about mass unemploy-
ment and soaring inequality, Washington was
almost exclusively focused on the alleged
need to slash spending (which would worsen
the jobs crisis) and hack away at the social
safety net (which would worsen inequality).

So the good news is that this fever, unlike
the fever of the Tea Party, has finally broken.

True, the fiscal scolds are still out there,
and still getting worshipful treatment from
some news organisations.
As the Columbia Journal-
ism Review recently noted,
many reporters retain the
habit of “treating deficit-cut-
ting as a non-ideological ob-
jective while portraying oth-
er points of view as partisan
or political”. But the scolds
are no longer able to define
the bounds of respectable
opinion. For example,
when the usual suspects recently piled on Sen-
ator Elizabeth Warren over her call for an ex-
pansion of Social Security, they clearly ended
up enhancing her stature.

What changed? What happened to discre-
dit deficit-cutting ideology?

First, the political premise behind “cen-
trism” – that moderate Republicans would be
willing to meet Democrats halfway in a Grand
Bargain combining tax hikes and spending
cuts – became untenable. There are no moder-
ate Republicans. To the extent that there are
debates between the Tea Party and non-Tea
Party wings of the GOP, they’re about political
strategy, not policy substance.

Weakened scare tactics
Second, a combination of rising tax receipts
and falling spending has caused federal bor-
rowing to plunge.

This is actually a bad thing, because pre-
mature deficit-cutting damages our still-weak
economy – in fact, we’d probably be close to
full employment now but for the unpreceden-
ted fiscal austerity of the past three years. But
a falling deficit has undermined the scare tac-
tics so central to the “centrist” cause. Even
longer-term projections of federal debt no

longer look at all alarming.
Speaking of scare tactics, 2013 was the

year journalists and the public finally grew
weary of the boys who cried wolf. There was
a time when audiences listened raptly to fore-
casts of fiscal doom – for example, when Ersk-
ine Bowles and Alan Simpson, co-chairmen of
Mr Obama’s debt commission, warned that a
severe fiscal crisis was likely within two
years. But that was almost three years ago.

Counterpoint to austerity
Finally, over the course of 2013, the intellectu-
al case for debt panic collapsed. Normally,
technical debates among economists have rel-
atively little impact on the political world, be-
cause politicians can almost always find ex-
perts – or, in many cases, “experts” – to tell
them what they want to hear. But what hap-
pened in the year behind us may have been
an exception.

For those who missed it or have forgotten,
for several years, fiscal scolds in both Europe
and the United States leaned heavily on a pa-

per by two highly respected
economists, Carmen Rein-
hart and Kenneth Rogoff,
suggesting that government
debt has severe negative ef-
fects on growth when it ex-
ceeds 90 per cent of GDP.
From the beginning, many
economists expressed scep-
ticism about this claim. In
particular, it seemed imme-
diately obvious that slow

growth often causes high debt, not the other
way around – as has surely been the case, for
example, in both Japan and Italy. But in politi-
cal circles, the 90 per cent claim nonetheless
became gospel.

Then, Thomas Herndon, a graduate stu-
dent at the University of Massachusetts, re-
worked the data, and found that the apparent
cliff at 90 per cent disappeared once you cor-
rected a minor error and added a few more
data points.

Now, it’s not as if fiscal scolds really ar-
rived at their position based on statistical evi-
dence. As the old saying goes, they used Rein-
hart-Rogoff the way a drunk uses a lamp post
– for support, not illumination. Still, they sud-
denly lost that support, and with it the ability
to pretend that economic necessity justified
their ideological agenda.

Still, does any of this matter? You could ar-
gue that it doesn’t – that fiscal scolds may
have lost control of the conversation, but
we’re still doing terrible things like cutting off
benefits to the long-term unemployed. But
while policy remains terrible, we’re finally
starting to talk about real issues like inequali-
ty, not a fake fiscal crisis. And that has to be a
move in the right direction. – NYT

By ROBERT J SAMUELSON

[WASHINGTON] It’s a jour-
nalistic ritual. At the end of
the year, we do lists and
rankings.

There’s the year’s big-
gest news stories, the best
photos, the most notable
deaths, the best books, the
funniest cartoons, the best
(and worst) movies.

Now, let me add another
item: the year’s most inter-
esting statistics.

Truth be told, the idea
comes from my friend Ben
Beach, a recovering journal-
ist who, for years, has in-
cluded some of the year’s in-
triguing stats on the back of
his family holiday card.

This year, Ben’s list had
six items. I’ve added four
more.

They appear below in no
particular order. (The
sources are in parenthe-
ses.)

◆ On a typical day, 3,300
American teenagers smoke
their first cigarette (Wash-
ington Post, Dec 10).

◆ Only 13 per cent of stu-
dents in two-year colleges
graduate in two years (New
York Times, Sept 8).

◆ David Ortiz of the Boston
Red Sox batted .688 in the
World Series against the St
Louis Cardinals (Washing-
ton Post, Oct 31).

◆ A low-end iPhone has
240,000 times the memory
of the computers on Voyag-
er 1, which is now nearly
12 billion miles from Earth
(New York Times, Sept 13).

◆ The stock market has ris-

en 30 per cent for the year
(through Dec 24), represent-
ing a gain in paper wealth
of US$5.2 trillion. That’s
produced 56 all-time highs,
second only to 1995, which
had 91 (Wilshire Associ-
ates).

◆ A leaf blower with a
two-stroke engine emits
299 times the hydrocar-
bons of a Ford Raptor pick-
up truck (Washington Post,
Sept 17).

◆ In October, there were al-
most 5.7 million “missing
workers” – people who had
dropped out of the labour
force but, under trends pre-
vailing before the Great Re-
cession, would have had
jobs or been looking for
work.

Counting them would
have raised October’s un-
employment rate to about
10 per cent, instead of the
reported 7 per cent (the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute).

◆ Half the Republicans in
the House have served
three years or less (Wall
Street Journal, Sept 23).

◆ After climbing steadily
between 1990 and 2010,
sales of diet soda took a 6.8
per cent dive in 2013 (Wall
Street Journal, Dec 9).

◆ Almost three-quarters
(72 per cent) of online
Americans use social net-
working sites, up from 8
per cent in 2005.

There are few differenc-
es by educational attain-
ment: 67 per cent of
high-school dropouts are
users compared with 72
per cent of college gradu-
ates (Pew Internet & Ameri-
can Life Project).

For all of us numbers lov-
ers, 2013 was a very good
year. – The Washington
Post Writers Group

By FRANK-JURGEN RICHTER

A
S WE say goodbye to
2013 and look forward
to all that is to come in
the New Year, I would
like to take a quick op-

portunity to look back at one par-
ticular globe-changing event that
began this past June.

The event – which is still ongo-
ing – was the leaking of classified
information regarding the extent
of the United States’ surveillance
programme, by former National
Security Agency (NSA) contractor
Edward Snowden. 

Throughout 2013, the leak
was greeted with mixed feelings
by the public and received con-
demnation from some govern-
ments – but none more fervently
than the United States.

In the US, a leak like Mr Snow-
den’s (if not classified as the act of
a whistleblower) can be consid-
ered treason and could carry im-
mense penalties.

This reality forced him to flee
the United States in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the leak. He fled
to Hong Kong and then to Russia,
where he was granted temporary
asylum.

It has been thought that
should Mr Snowden attempt to re-
turn to the US, he would be arrest-
ed immediately and put on trial.

Recently, however, new infor-
mation was brought to light by
senior officials within the Ameri-
can intelligence community that
may change his fate.

Polarising figure

It seems that – at least in internal
discussions – the United States
may be open to granting him am-
nesty for his crimes.

This brings about the ques-
tion: should Edward Snowden re-
ceive amnesty?

Like everything else related to
the NSA leaks, the notion of giv-
ing him amnesty has received
mixed reactions in the public and
in the US government.

In fact, it could be argued that

he may be one of the most polaris-
ing figures in recent history.
Across the globe, the wake of his
revelations has been rocking na-
tion after nation.

While it seems overly evident
that the public is happy to have
the information he provided, how
those people actually feel about
Mr Snowden himself is much
more open for interpretation.

In the minds of some US offi-
cials, he is a criminal and nothing
more. In the eyes of some mem-
bers of the public, he is a hero
and everything in between.

The reality, as I see it, howev-
er, is quite different and not near-
ly as black-and-white. Whether
you abhor or applaud the actions
of Mr Snowden, what is clear is

that, above all, this is a public re-
lations battle.

The battle is not between the
United States government and Ed-
ward Snowden; rather, it is be-
tween the US government and
world public opinion.

At stake is the public’s overall
trust that the US has the world’s
citizens’ – and, at the very least,
its own citizens’ – best interests
at heart.

The leaks have not only erod-
ed government support among
the public in the US, they have
eroded public support for the
United States’ global initiatives in
nations across the world.

Many of these initiatives – like
the global war on terror – were re-
lying on the NSA and its interna-

tional cooperative network for
overall success.

What is evident is that the US
government is losing the war for
public support – and losing it bad-
ly.

Therefore, I believe they have
one effective course of action:
grant amnesty to Edward Snow-
den, with no conditions whatsoev-
er.

What the White House needs
to realise right now is that Mr
Snowden did not set out to ruin
the government, or take down the
NSA. Rather, he intended to do
something much simpler: start a
dialogue.

He himself recently was quot-
ed as saying: “I didn’t want to
change society. I wanted to give

society a chance to determine if it
should change itself.” This state-
ment embodies why he deserves
amnesty. He did not set out to de-
stroy America; he set out to give
Americans the chance to have a
say in their own future through
an open dialogue.

Immature teenagers
And start a dialogue he did. The
entire world is still talking about
the NSA leaks to this day, and it is
the White House and the NSA –
not Edward Snowden – who ap-
pear like immature teenagers una-
ble to admit they were caught
red-handed.

To earn back the public’s
trust, President Barack Obama
has to show that he is ready to sit
at the table and discuss govern-
ment spying openly.

So far, his attempts to do so
via commissions and press brief-
ings have done little to quell the
fury.

So far, every word spoken by
the Obama administration is taint-
ed by the fact that many of those
listening consider Mr Snowden a
hero, yet those speaking still con-
sider him a criminal.

As long as Mr Snowden re-
mains a criminal abroad, his sup-
port will grow stronger every day
and public trust in the United
States will wane.

By giving him amnesty, the
Obama administration would be
making a bold statement, admit-
ting that they were wrong and be-
ing willing to open up and take
steps to correct past mistakes.

A move like this would not on-
ly bring some much needed hu-
manity to the United States gov-
ernment but it will be taking a ma-
jor leap in acting more like the
mature arbiter of the public good
that it has been in the past. 
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