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If the energy put into our recent hot button issues had been focused on the education system, we would have gone a long way towards solving, or at least significantly improving, that system.





I thought about the hot issues over the last few years and found a strange connection between them. What the Factory Outlet, auto mall sign, Rainier, Lafferty and the wastewater plant all have in common is that they are physical things.  They are physical projects and the only people that have to be confronted in attacking them are members of the City Council. These two attributes, physical and political, are the key to opposition.  





Each of these projects has been either involved in or threatened with environmental litigation. It’s necessary to have a physical project available in order to have the ability to tie it up in environmental type legalities.  The opposition to the above projects has been sustainable because the threat of a law suit has forced the Council to engage in a dialog with the opponents.





This, in turn, has provided the public exposure and time necessary for the opponents to recruit supporters.  The political nature of the issue means that there will always be supporters out there because there will always be people who are against anything that government is involved in.  While there will be the true believers on both sides of any issue, there aren’t as many people who will support government as there are who will oppose it.





Now to get back to what might have been done about education, or any other societal issue, and why it wasn’t done.





Attention focused on the School Board’s responsibilities and operations would have put the spotlight on areas of neglect or lack of direction.  This in turn would have resulted in responsibility for that neglect or inaction being directed at the administrative staff.  Who, of course, would have pushed it down the line to the school principals and teachers.





You’ll notice here that people, real people, are now being identified as the problem and the solution.  This is where it gets uncomfortable for those who said there was a problem.  Remember the recent issue about phonics? ( How did that come out?)  





People begin to take sides and they’re as angry and emotional on each side.  It’s not so exciting to be involved in an issue where there is just as much anger and accusation thrown back at you as you’re throwing at the other side.  Unlike government, people will strongly support both sides of social issues, be they education, homelessness, or abortion.





Anyway, once some solution is proposed the sides join in a battle where there is no absolute proof that one side is right and the other wrong. There is little threat of a law suit to force bargaining and so the original critics can only get into verbal or letters-to-the-editor arguments.





The fact that the “enemy” are real people and not just “politicians”, soon causes many supporters of the original critics to back off.  Without supporters the challenge loses steam and dies.  This is why “soft” issues don’t often become the hot issues that physical projects become.





When the issue does involve social and/or environmental policies or practices, the effort is usually focused on some far off place where real people don’t have to be confronted, only politicians or “bad” businessmen. Whales, drift nets, logging, welfare, air quality, etc. are all fought at state or national battlegrounds.





While locally we can’t do much about the whales or drift nets, we could mandate less wood in construction (fire safety), assignment of welfare recipients to community service jobs in the schools and parks (workfare), and reduced workplace and shopper parking to encourage carpools and transit use.  But we won’t, because that would lead to confrontation with real people.





Don’t expect to see any of this “hot button” energy used to solve existing community problems.  It’s much easier to be “against” than “for”.  





       


     


