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The following items have been reported in various media over the last several months:


NASDAC, the stock exchange for many high tech stocks, was fined $910 million for overcharging customers.


The Columbia Hospital group was charged with overcharging Medicare several hundreds of millions of dollars.


ADM (Supermarket to the World) was fined $300 million for involvement in price fixing.


Bank of America is being sued by several California municipalities for $55 million for improper handling of the sale of municipal bonds.


The firm of Merril Lynch and several others were fined (or paid) $3 million for improper handling of funds related to Orange County California’s bankruptcy.





We often read of people being sent to jail for shoplifting a pair of sneakers, stealing an auto for joyriding or burglarizing an empty home.  But we’ll never read of anyone going to jail for the other offenses listed above. To quote a Scottish saying, “ Laws catch flies, but let hornets go free.”





The way crimes are classified and reported creates a much varied public perception and reaction.  The financial crimes noted above are, for the most part, classified as civil crimes, not criminal crimes.  There is no police report for reporters to react to.  





Civil suits, because they don’t seem to represent a risk or danger to individuals, aren’t covered very well by the media.  Only when there is a judgment or award of damages are they reported.  Even then they are reported only once and then usually in the financial section of newspapers and periodicals.





The fines, awards and claims for the above financial crimes add to over one and a half BILLION dollars yet have had little impression on you.  Partly because these white collar crimes only represent five reported incidents.





One and a half billion dollars of car thefts or burglaries would represent a crime wave of tremendous proportions.  It would be reported as thousands of separate crimes.  The public would demand action, apprehension and punishment for the individuals involved. 





Perhaps that’s the key, individuals.  We all have seen pictures of individuals behind bars.  But, we have never seen a corporation behind bars.  Thus, we don’t conceive or expect corporate crimes to be punished by jail time.  





Perhaps that’s another key.  If corporate crimes are never punished by jail, then they’re not really crimes.  It’s just a way of doing business and, if you get caught, the fine is merely a cost of doing business.  And it is.  The cost of many of these financial crimes is tax deductible by the corporation.  So state and federal taxpayers end up paying part of the fine, award or whatever.  Is this just?





It’s OK with me if the public wants to view corporate “stealing” as not really a “bad” thing.  But, it does bother me that the public can then turn around and condemn the petty crimes that happen daily as a threat to society.





In my view, the public has been manipulated by the media so that it sees financial crimes as a hohum thing.  We’re encouraged to focus all our attention on  “street” crimes to the extent we don’t even notice white collar crime.





It’s like a magician’s act.  He causes us to focus on his right hand while his left hand performs the trick.  We focus on White House scandals while the telecom bill is passed with much fanfare but little in the way of public discussion.  We watch the campaign financing hearings while bills affecting banking and the finance industry are passed unnoticed.





My view of government at the state and federal levels has turned from skeptical to cynical.  Our votes don’t seem to cause much change.  But, not to vote would be even worse.  The media is the only watchdog we have and it seems to have been tamed by the group it’s supposed to be watching.





Perhaps that old Scottish saying is a universal truth and the public 
