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There seems to be a general tendency to bash government.  But, this might not be truly reflective of the public’s overall attitude towards government.  First of all, most people can go years and years without having any direct communication or interaction with any level of government, except for paying their annual taxes that is.





While paying taxes might not be the most fun thing to do, most of us realize that government needs some revenue to provide the services we want.  Police and fire protection, education, inspection of our food supply and regulation of potentially unsafe products are all things we expect government to provide for us.  The only complaints most of us can muster about government are instances of a specific frustration over some small portion of an agency’s activities or perhaps a confrontation with a single government employee who can’t accommodate our wishes because of agency rules. Businesses that have to fill out monthly or quarterly reports might have more reason to grumble.





The current public concern about what’s happening to electricity rates in the San Diego area got me thinking about this.  It was supposedly a good thing when the state legislature took steps several years ago to deregulate energy costs.  This was going to foster competition and reduce our energy costs.  We all liked the reduced cost promise, but choose to ignore the aspect of privatization that allows business to charge what the traffic will bare.  “Get government off our backs”, was the cry then.  “Government should do something about these high prices” is the cry now.





So, is government the good guy or the bad guy?  That seems to depend on whether or not we like what’s happening.  In addition to the skyrocketing of electric rates the cost per unit of natural gas for residential uses has been creeping up.  Over the last four years there has been an increase of almost 20%.  Pretty soon we’ll notice that and expect government to do something.    





The cost of prescription drugs is another national phenomena getting much attention lately.  It sure seems strange that the drug companies can sell the same drug in Canada or Mexico for much less than they can in the U.S.  Their excuse is that these and other countries have price controls so the American consumer has to provide the desired profit for them.  The present proposals by both political parties to get involved here is just another instance of the government having to step in to protect the public from greedy companies in search of excessive profits.





We had a similar reaction when gasoline prices went up so much earlier this year.  Government is the bad guy except when Business is even badder.





But it’s not only government protecting us from our friendly business community, we also expect relief after any natural disaster.  Fire or blizzards, floods or drought, hurricanes or earthquakes, whatever the problem, we expect government to ride to the rescue.  And it usually does.





Locally, we expect government to dredge our river for us, pay 85% of the cost of operating our local transit service, provide money for bike lanes and subsidize low income housing, among other things.  Sure it’s our money coming back to us.  But do you think we’d be willing to add a local tax to do these things for ourselves if the federal and state funds weren’t there?





Recall back to 1978 when the reason for passing Prop 13, the property tax initiative, was to keep our tax money from going to Sacramento so we could decide how to tax ourselves for local projects.  What did we do? We didn’t tax ourselves for local projects, we just kept the money in our individual pockets.





Perhaps government isn’t the boogie man it’s made out to be.  I think it would be more productive if we concentrated on how government SPENDS our tax money rather than how it COLLECTS it
