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According to Jonathan Adler at Volokh Conspiracy, there's a chance we might get to kill 
the ethanol mandates.  
Maybe it’s the new mood in Congress.  Maybe the stars are aligned.  Whatever the cause, opposition 
to ethanol subsidies is cropping up in some unusual places — and just in time, as ethanol tax credits 
are set to expire in a few weeks. 

Back in 2000, then-Vice President Al Gore touted ethanol subsidies as good for farmers and the 
environment.  This was no surprise, as the Clinton-Gore Administration worked to expand ethanol 
mandates under the Clean Air Act.  However much ethanol programs helped corn farmers, they were 
never much good for the environment, something Gore now admits.  Reuters reports: 

“It is not a good policy to have these massive subsidies for (U.S.) first generation ethanol,” said Gore, 
speaking at a green energy business conference in Athens sponsored by Marfin Popular Bank. 

“First generation ethanol I think was a mistake. The energy conversion ratios are at best very small. 

“It’s hard once such a programme is put in place to deal with the lobbies that keep it going.” 

Meanwhile, on the other end of the political spectrum, Senators Tom Coburn (R-OK) and Jim DeMint 
(R-SC) are taking aim at ethanol subsidies as yet another special-interest energy policy boondoggle 
that should be opposed by free-marketeers and environmental activists alike.  Greg Sargent reports: 
... 

  
  
More on Gore's ethanol volte-face from Ed Morrissey.  
... Why, then, did Gore spend most of the last two decades pushing for ethanol subsidies?  It wasn’t 
because he was trying to help humanity: 

“One of the reasons I made that mistake is that I paid particular attention to the farmers in my home 
state of Tennessee, and I had a certain fondness for the farmers in the state of Iowa because I was 
about to run for president.” 

In other words, Gore wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about ethanol; he was just particularly 
enthusiastic about Gore.  Thanks to pressure from Gore and others with “a certain fondness” for 
playing prairie politics over common sense, the US spent almost $8 billion subsidizing ethanol in just 
the last year.  Slate reported in 2005 that between 1995 and 2003, ethanol subsidies went over $37 
billion in the US, most of which took place in the Clinton/Gore administration. ... 

  
And a Union-Leader editor from New Hampshire has more on the impact of Gore's truth 
telling.  
... The point is not that Gore is entirely wrong. It's that he is wrong enough (remember the errors in An 
Inconvenient Truth) to merit skepticism. But law doesn't take skeptics' views into account. 
Environmental regulations compel compliance. Only in the market does the skepticism of the minority 
become an important player. If Al Gore bases his personal financial investments on faulty science, it 
matters to no one but Al Gore, and perhaps his wife. But if states base environmental regulations on 
faulty science he pushed, we are all harmed. 



The great ethanol error would've been corrected quickly had the market been left in control. It was 
only the misguided hand of government that grew this problem to global proportions, and perpetuates 
it still. 

This fall the EPA approved a waiver allowing gasoline to contain up to 15 percent ethanol for cars 
made since 2007. Congress has mandated that 13.95 billion gallons of renewable fuels (mostly 
ethanol) be produced in 2011, up from 12.95 billion gallons this year. (Can you imagine how much 
worse it would be had Gore been president?) 

The bottom line is this: If we cannot base our environmental policies on the pronouncements of Al 
Gore, should we really be passing costly, far-reaching mandates that force people to behave as Al 
Gore would want them to?Wouldn't it be better to let the market decide, and leave Al Gore to 
investing heavily in biofuel companies? 

  
  
Nicole Gelinas is not about to be fooled, so her City Journal report on success in New 
Orleans is important.  
Five years ago, when Hurricane Katrina decimated the Gulf Coast, even optimistic observers had 
good reason to doubt that New Orleans would recover. It wasn’t just that the storm had destroyed 
much of the city, leaving parts of it under 20 feet of water for weeks. New Orleans had long suffered 
from terrible violence, a poisonous political culture, and a fleeing population. Its public services were 
iffy on a good day, making it especially unprepared for the storm. What chance did it stand of 
returning to life—even with the $71.5 billion that the Bush White House and Congress sent to 
Louisiana for hurricane recovery? 

Yet the city has come back more vigorously than most imagined possible, even fumbling its way 
toward becoming, maybe, an urban success story. With about 365,000 residents, the City That Care 
Forgot has recovered more than 80 percent of its pre-Katrina population, and its post-storm economy 
has done well, too: in July, unemployment in the city and surrounding suburbs was 7.5 percent, two 
points below the recession-battered national figure, while per-capita income is up more than 20 
percent since 2004, even as traditional government-aid payments, such as welfare and Medicaid, 
remain lower. Visit New Orleans today, and you’ll see a busy construction site, not a city laid waste by 
flooding. 

The shock of Katrina, it turns out, produced a surprising renaissance in citizen initiative, one result of 
which was widespread recognition among New Orleanians that all that federal cash wasn’t going to 
solve the city’s long-standing problems on its own. Instead, engaged residents have kept local 
politicians on their toes, making sure that they use the recovery funds to transform and rejuvenate the 
city. They have taught the rest of the country, still reeling from the financial and economic crisis, a 
lesson: how to do recovery right. ... 

  
  
Foreign Policy has an interesting article on the aging of the world's population. It has the 
added benefit of making fun on Paul Ehrlich at the onset.  
Not so long ago, we were warned that rising global population would inevitably bring world famine. As 
Paul Ehrlich wrote apocalyptically in his 1968 worldwide bestseller, The Population Bomb, "In the 
1970s and 1980s hundreds of millions of people will starve to death in spite of any crash programs 
embarked upon now. At this late date, nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the world death 
rate." Obviously, Ehrlich's predicted holocaust, which assumed that the 1960s global baby boom 



would continue until the world faced mass famine, didn't happen. Instead, the global growth rate 
dropped from 2 percent in the mid-1960s to roughly half that today, with many countries no longer 
producing enough babies to avoid falling populations. Having too many people on the planet is no 
longer demographers' chief worry; now, having too few is.  

It's true that the world's population overall will increase by roughly one-third over the next 40 years, 
from 6.9 to 9.1 billion, according to the U.N. Population Division. But this will be a very different kind 
of population growth than ever before -- driven not by birth rates, which have plummeted around the 
world, but primarily by an increase in the number of elderly people. Indeed, the global population of 
children under 5 is expected to fall by 49 million as of midcentury, while the number of people over 60 
will grow by 1.2 billion. How did the world grow so gray, so quickly?  

One reason is that more people are living to advanced old age. But just as significant is the enormous 
bulge of people born in the first few decades after World War II. Both the United States and Western 
Europe saw particularly dramatic increases in birth rates during the late 1940s and 1950s, as 
returning veterans made up for lost time. In the 1960s and 1970s, much of the developing world also 
experienced a baby boom, but for a different reason: striking declines in infant and child mortality. As 
these global baby boomers age, they will create a population explosion of seniors. Today in the West, 
we are seeing a sharp uptick in people turning 60; in another 20 years, we'll see an explosion in the 
numbers turning 80. Most of the rest of the world will follow the same course in the next few decades. 
... 

  
 
 
 

  
  
  
Volokh Conspiracy 
The End of Ethanol? 
by Jonathan H. Adler 

Maybe it’s the new mood in Congress.  Maybe the stars are aligned.  Whatever the cause, opposition 
to ethanol subsidies is cropping up in some unusual places — and just in time, as ethanol tax credits 
are set to expire in a few weeks. 

Back in 2000, then-Vice President Al Gore touted ethanol subsidies as good for farmers and the 
environment.  This was no surprise, as the Clinton-Gore Administration worked to expand ethanol 
mandates under the Clean Air Act.  However much ethanol programs helped corn farmers, they were 
never much good for the environment, something Gore now admits.  Reuters reports: 

“It is not a good policy to have these massive subsidies for (U.S.) first generation ethanol,” said Gore, 
speaking at a green energy business conference in Athens sponsored by Marfin Popular Bank. 

“First generation ethanol I think was a mistake. The energy conversion ratios are at best very small. 

“It’s hard once such a programme is put in place to deal with the lobbies that keep it going.” 



Meanwhile, on the other end of the political spectrum, Senators Tom Coburn (R-OK) and Jim DeMint 
(R-SC) are taking aim at ethanol subsidies as yet another special-interest energy policy boondoggle 
that should be opposed by free-marketeers and environmental activists alike.  Greg Sargent reports: 

With billions in ethanol subsidies set to expire this year, including a 45-cent-a-gallon tax credit for 
ethanol blenders that heaped nearly $5 billion on to the deficit last year, it appears senators DeMint 
and Coburn are dead serious about pressing the point. 

DeMint, who bucked the GOP establishment by successfully rounding up enough support for an 
earmarks ban, said in a statement emailed my way: 

“Government mandates and tax subsidies for ethanol have led to decreased gas mileage, adversely 
effected the environment and increased food prices. Washington must stop picking winners and 
losers in the market, and instead allow Americans to make choices for themselves.” 

“We need to let the ethanol subsidies expire and we need energy developed based on market 
forces,” Senator Coburn added in an interview with me. He said Senators who are not willing to let 
them expire are “just protecting a parochial interest ahead of the national interest.” 

Coburn added that a failure to let the subsidies expire would show that Republicans were not heeding 
the message their electoral victory sent about reining in spending — precisely what Tea Partyers 
argued about earmarks. 

As Jonathan Zasloff notes, the ethanol issue also presents Republicans with an opportunity to show 
how less government intervention can be better for the environment. 

Ethanol is a lose-lose proposition any way you slice it: it costs a big chunk of money, it’s horrible for 
the environment, and it does nothing but enrich special interests.  It’s particularly bad on the climate, 
because the amount of emissions requiring to produce a liter of ethanol is actually more than just 
using gasoline.  Kudos to Senators Coburn and DeMint for pushing this. 

If Republicans fail to take action on ethanol, it will demonstrate the shallowness of their commitment 
to limiting government largesse and give credence to arguments that Republicans are only for less 
government when it’s good for special interests. 

  
  
  
Hot Air 
Gore: On second thought, I was just pandering to the farm vote on ethanol 
by Ed Morrissey  
Too often, Americans punish politicians for reversing their previous and sometimes obviously wrong 
positions on policy.  They label such politicians as flip-floppers, and even when these officeholders 
switch to their preferred policy, some continue to castigate them and warn of their unreliability.   But 
sometimes, well, those reversals can seem just a little too convenient — especially when the 
politician in question admits that he took the first stance just to curry votes.  Al Gore makes the 
obvious just a little too explicit in his sudden reversal on ethanol subsidies: 

Former U.S. vice-president Al Gore said support for corn-based ethanol in the United States was “not 
a good policy”, weeks before tax credits are up for renewal. … 



“It is not a good policy to have these massive subsidies for (U.S.) first generation ethanol,” said Gore, 
speaking at a green energy business conference in Athens sponsored by Marfin Popular Bank. 

“First generation ethanol I think was a mistake. The energy conversion ratios are at best very small.["] 

So far, so good.  Ethanol as a replacement or supplement for gasoline was a mistake, especially in 
the massive government subsidies spent on the effort. Ethanol only has two-thirds of the potential 
energy as gasoline, is harder to transport, and winds up being more expensive.  Worse, as Gore 
admits now, the subsidies for ethanol have sparked a price war for a food staple as we shove 
legitimate food into our gas tanks.  It makes starvation worse by making food too expensive, and 
Gore now admits that “the competition with food prices is real.” 

Why, then, did Gore spend most of the last two decades pushing for ethanol subsidies?  It wasn’t 
because he was trying to help humanity: 

“One of the reasons I made that mistake is that I paid particular attention to the farmers in my home 
state of Tennessee, and I had a certain fondness for the farmers in the state of Iowa because I was 
about to run for president.” 

In other words, Gore wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about ethanol; he was just particularly 
enthusiastic about Gore.  Thanks to pressure from Gore and others with “a certain fondness” for 
playing prairie politics over common sense, the US spent almost $8 billion subsidizing ethanol in just 
the last year.  Slate reported in 2005 that between 1995 and 2003, ethanol subsidies went over $37 
billion in the US, most of which took place in the Clinton/Gore administration. 

Gore now says he supports second-generation ethanol to avoid using food, instead using wood, 
waste fiber, and grass.  But the same Slate report shows that these technologies actually perform 
worse than corn for ethanol: 

David Pimentel, a professor of ecology at Cornell University who has been studying grain alcohol for 
20 years, and Tad Patzek, an engineering professor at the University of California, Berkeley, co-wrote 
a recent report that estimates that making ethanol from corn requires 29 percent more fossil energy 
than the ethanol fuel itself actually contains. 

The two scientists calculated all the fuel inputs for ethanol production—from the diesel fuel for the 
tractor planting the corn, to the fertilizer put in the field, to the energy needed at the processing 
plant—and found that ethanol is a net energy-loser. According to their calculations, ethanol contains 
about 76,000 BTUs per gallon, but producing that ethanol from corn takes about 98,000 BTUs. For 
comparison, a gallon of gasoline contains about 116,000 BTUs per gallon. But making that gallon of 
gas—from drilling the well, to transportation, through refining—requires around 22,000 BTUs. 

In addition to their findings on corn, they determined that making ethanol from switch grass requires 
50 percent more fossil energy than the ethanol yields, wood biomass 57 percent more, and 
sunflowers 118 percent more. The best yield comes from soybeans, but they, too, are a net loser, 
requiring 27 percent more fossil energy than the biodiesel fuel produced. In other words, more 
ethanol production will increase America’s total energy consumption, not decrease it. 

Ethanol production won’t dent the US demand for fuel.  At best, it nibbles around the edges.  But, 
given Gore’s track record on his endorsements, perhaps he’s looking for another area for investment 
in Al Gore Inc. 

  



  
  
American Spectator 
Al Gore's Important Admission 
by Andrew Cline 

It may not seem like much, but Al Gore's recent admission that ethanol subsidies are bad policy is a 
really big deal.  

"It is not a good policy to have these massive subsidies for (U.S.) first generation ethanol," Reuters 
reported Gore saying during a green energy summit in Athens. "First generation ethanol I think was a 
mistake. The energy conversion ratios are at best very small." 

This is hardly likely to change U.S. energy policy overnight. As Gore said, "It's hard once such a 
program is put in place to deal with the lobbies that keep it going." Though that is one more reason to 
oppose such programs, it is almost beside the point. Gore's admission has much more important 
implications, namely the revelation of two important truths: 1. Policies to prop up ethanol are 
environmental frauds; and 2. So is Al Gore. 

Al Gore's doomsaying has turned him into the world's famous environmental prophet. He is the sage 
in the green robe. His words are truth -- undisputable and indispensable. With the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, he shared the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize "for their efforts to build up and 
disseminate greater knowledge about man-made climate change, and to lay the foundations for the 
measures that are needed to counteract such change." 

"Knowledge," they wrote. And "needed" measures to counteract the change. Until this week, one of 
those needed measures, according to Gore, was to turn corn into fuel. 

"I was also proud to stand up for the ethanol tax exemption when it was under attack in the Congress 
-- at one point, supplying a tie-breaking vote in the Senate to save it," Gore said during a Dec. 1, 
1998, speech to a Farm Journal conference. "The more we can make this home-grown fuel a 
successful, widely-used product, the better-off our farmers and our environment will be." 

The first part of that statement is true. The second is not. 

On Aug. 4, 1994, Gore cast the tie-breaking vote in the Senate to save the EPA's ethanol mandate. 
The fight was between farm state politicians, who wanted to mandate ethanol use, and others who 
thought methanol would work just as well. Gore broke the tie in favor of the farm state lobby. Though 
he claimed it was for the planet, Gore's support of ethanol really was to buy the votes of farmers. He 
admitted as much in Athens: 

"One of the reasons I made that mistake is that I paid particular attention to the farmers in my home 
state of Tennessee, and I had a certain fondness for the farmers in the state of Iowa because I was 
about to run for president." 

Al Gore? Put politics before the planet? Pshaw. 

But it is true; he has admitted it. 

This is important because Gore's ethanol exploits duplicate the entire global climate change debate in 
miniature form. 



To gain votes, Gore pushed an idea that was widely thought to be environmentally beneficial, but 
which skeptics claimed was actually the opposite. The Heritage Foundation at least as far back as the 
early 1980s was warning that ethanol subsidies were bad energy policy. By the mid-1990s, the 
mandate was being attacked as a sop to the corn lobby that had no environmental benefits. And by 
the late 2000s, the broadly accepted view had changed entirely. Scientists had come to believe that 
grain-based biofuels like ethanol were driving up food prices, causing food shortages, and possibly 
making global warming worse. 

Al Gore, though, boasted that ethanol was helping save the planet. From Gore there was no doubt, 
no uncertainty, no scientific argument. It was his way, the green way, or the path to planetary 
destruction. There were no other options. 

But there were, and the people offering them -- not Al Gore -- were right. And that leads to the 
obvious question: If the Enviro-Oracle got ethanol wrong, then what else might he have gotten 
wrong? 

The point is not that Gore is entirely wrong. It's that he is wrong enough (remember the errors in An 
Inconvenient Truth) to merit skepticism. But law doesn't take skeptics' views into account. 
Environmental regulations compel compliance. Only in the market does the skepticism of the minority 
become an important player. If Al Gore bases his personal financial investments on faulty science, it 
matters to no one but Al Gore, and perhaps his wife. But if states base environmental regulations on 
faulty science he pushed, we are all harmed. 

The great ethanol error would've been corrected quickly had the market been left in control. It was 
only the misguided hand of government that grew this problem to global proportions, and perpetuates 
it still. 

This fall the EPA approved a waiver allowing gasoline to contain up to 15 percent ethanol for cars 
made since 2007. Congress has mandated that 13.95 billion gallons of renewable fuels (mostly 
ethanol) be produced in 2011, up from 12.95 billion gallons this year. (Can you imagine how much 
worse it would be had Gore been president?) 

The bottom line is this: If we cannot base our environmental policies on the pronouncements of Al 
Gore, should we really be passing costly, far-reaching mandates that force people to behave as Al 
Gore would want them to? Wouldn't it be better to let the market decide, and leave Al Gore to 
investing heavily in biofuel companies? 

Andrew Cline is editorial page editor of the New Hampshire Union Leader. His Twitter ID is 
Drewhampshire. 

  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
City Journal 
Big Easy Rising 
Five years after Katrina, New Orleanians are showing how to do recovery right. 
by Nicole Gelinas 
  

 
Unlike most American cities, New Orleans has put federal largesse to good use, investing in transportation 
infrastructure. 

Five years ago, when Hurricane Katrina decimated the Gulf Coast, even optimistic observers had 
good reason to doubt that New Orleans would recover. It wasn’t just that the storm had destroyed 
much of the city, leaving parts of it under 20 feet of water for weeks. New Orleans had long suffered 
from terrible violence, a poisonous political culture, and a fleeing population. Its public services were 
iffy on a good day, making it especially unprepared for the storm. What chance did it stand of 
returning to life—even with the $71.5 billion that the Bush White House and Congress sent to 
Louisiana for hurricane recovery? 

Yet the city has come back more vigorously than most imagined possible, even fumbling its way 
toward becoming, maybe, an urban success story. With about 365,000 residents, the City That Care 
Forgot has recovered more than 80 percent of its pre-Katrina population, and its post-storm economy 
has done well, too: in July, unemployment in the city and surrounding suburbs was 7.5 percent, two 
points below the recession-battered national figure, while per-capita income is up more than 20 
percent since 2004, even as traditional government-aid payments, such as welfare and Medicaid, 
remain lower. Visit New Orleans today, and you’ll see a busy construction site, not a city laid waste by 
flooding. 

The shock of Katrina, it turns out, produced a surprising renaissance in citizen initiative, one result of 
which was widespread recognition among New Orleanians that all that federal cash wasn’t going to 
solve the city’s long-standing problems on its own. Instead, engaged residents have kept local 
politicians on their toes, making sure that they use the recovery funds to transform and rejuvenate the 
city. They have taught the rest of the country, still reeling from the financial and economic crisis, a 
lesson: how to do recovery right. 

Before the hurricane, New Orleans was unquestionably failing. During the second half of the twentieth 
century, the ills that afflicted many other American cities struck it particularly hard. Thanks to 
technology, the city’s port, once a major driver of employment, needed fewer people to handle cargo. 
Manufacturers that earlier had moved jobs from the Northeast to the South to escape high costs 
moved them even farther away, to cheaper Latin America and Asia. Highway construction slashed 
through historic neighborhoods, many of them black, dissolving community ties. Whites scrambled to 
the suburbs after the public schools were desegregated. Racial progress elsewhere encouraged 



aspiring working- and middle-class African-Americans to leave for Los Angeles and, later, Atlanta. As 
oil prices plummeted during the 1980s, big energy-industry employers got rid of jobs in New Orleans 
and consolidated their operations in Houston instead—and when the oil industry recovered, Houston, 
not New Orleans, won the new jobs. By 2005, New Orleans was subsisting largely on tourism. 

Escalating violence accompanied and worsened these trends. On the eve of the storm, the city’s 
murder rate was nearly eight times the national average, with 59 people killed per 100,000 residents, 
compared with New York’s seven. Residents would dash from their cars to their homes at night, 
hoping to avoid muggers; many black families’ hope for their sons was just for them to finish high 
school and leave town alive. The police department gained a well-deserved reputation for sleaze, 
corruption, and worse: by the mid-1990s, two former cops were on death row. Partly because 
residents so distrusted the police, witnesses proved hard to come by, intensifying the city’s crime 
problem. Small wonder residents of wealthier neighborhoods began to privatize law enforcement, 
paying off-duty cops to patrol and to escort people from their cars to their homes at night. By the time 
Katrina hit, New Orleans residents had such low expectations of the police that few were shocked 
when NOPD officers looted stores during the flood. Nor were they shocked when the federal 
government began charging cops with killing at least four civilians in the storm’s chaotic aftermath. 

New Orleans’s dysfunctional political culture could take at least partial blame for the city’s downward 
spiral. Corruption has been endemic. A longtime city council member, Oliver Thomas, just finished a 
prison sentence for bribery. Former congressman William Jefferson famously kept $90,000 in dirty 
cash in his freezer. Katrina-era mayor Ray Nagin, elected in 2002 for his supposed private-sector 
management expertise, can expect investigations over contract awards and conflicts of interest to 
continue, even though his two terms in office have expired. His former chief technology officer faces 
federal kickback charges. U.S. attorney Jim Letten, a Bush appointee, has spent years trying to clean 
up a culture of low-grade bribery in traffic court. 

The city’s public sector wasn’t just corrupt; it was incompetent. Many of the Big Easy’s brightest 
citizens—black, white, and Asian—had voted with their feet in escaping the city, leaving behind a less 
capable pool of potential elected officials, bureaucrats, and public workers. Successive mayors and 
city council members, most of them black, had risen through the ranks of mid-century civil rights and 
community activism groups. Though they did vital and often heroic work back then, they never 
mastered the workaday business of government. 

Nor were these the only woes besetting New Orleans. The city’s infrastructure had deteriorated. Its 
schools were dismal; most public school kids failed to acquire basic reading and math skills. The 
starkest evidence of New Orleans’s failure was the size of its population, which fell from its 1960 peak 
of 628,000 to 460,000 on the eve of the flood, with much of the middle class leaving the city. And with 
so few engaged middle-class voters remaining, New Orleans became too politically and culturally 
weak to revitalize itself, as other cities, New York leading the way, had done during the 1990s and 
2000s. New Orleans had indeed become the City That Care Forgot. 

But when New Orleanians evacuated to places like Houston after the storm (see “Houston’s Noble 
Experiment,” Spring 2006), they learned an all-important lesson: cities could govern themselves well. 
Starting in late 2005, the exiles gradually returned to New Orleans with a new understanding that 
streets could be smooth, people could walk to their cars at night without fear, and school districts 
might actually try to educate poor kids from single-parent homes. 

Returning residents also felt a new degree of personal investment in their city. Before Katrina, after 
all, most of them had never chosen to live in New Orleans; they had simply grown up there and 
remained. After the storm, though, being a resident became a conscious choice. It would have been 
easy enough to make a go of it in Houston, a place with greater economic opportunity and better 



quality of life. Those who returned anyway didn’t want to do the hard work of rebuilding only to see 
appalling urban governance wreck their work. 

At first, it seemed as though New Orleanians had learned little. In May 2006, nine months after the 
storm, they reelected Nagin, who had proved unable to handle the crisis and had blatantly played the 
race card during the campaign, looking to rally black support. The rest of the country looked on 
aghast: Why didn’t voters throw the bum out? 

  

It turns out that instead of looking for a heroic potentate to work miracles from on high, New 
Orleanians were making smaller-scale, bottom-up changes that would truly help their city. Beginning 
in the same election, voters reshaped the city council: today, only one of the seven council members 
is a pre-Katrina holdover. More important is that the members’ résumés are subtly different from 
those of the old days. Fewer have community-organizing or social-services backgrounds; more have 
had careers in law, real estate, and management. These new members are likelier to view 
government as a provider of efficient public services than to consider it a weapon for social justice or 
a dispenser of jobs. They know, too, that city voters are paying attention in a way that they never 
have before. As new councilwoman Susan Guidry puts it, the biggest change in the electorate is “the 
level of citizen involvement” in day-to-day issues. 

After nearly half a decade’s worth of choosing a new kind of representation for themselves, New 
Orleanians were ready for bigger change this year, electing Democrat Mitch Landrieu as mayor in 
February. The election showed that New Orleanians could look past race in voting, something that 
wasn’t true four years earlier. Though its African-American population has shrunk slightly since 
Katrina, the city remains 61 percent black, according to the Greater New Orleans Community Data 
Center. But a majority of blacks joined other voters to cast their votes for the person they thought 
most qualified, who happened to be white. 

The new crop of New Orleans politicians knows that the first thing on the populace’s mind is violent 
crime—and that people now expect results, not excuses. Though she represents a “diverse district,” 
Guidry says, “people’s needs are not diverse”—they just want to be safe. Unfortunately, crime 
numbers were one of the first things to recover after Katrina (see “Baghdad on the Bayou,” Spring 
2007). Last year, the city racked up 174 killings. Calculating the murder rate is difficult because New 
Orleans’s post-Katrina population was still in flux in 2009, but it’s roughly 48 murders per 100,000 
people, meaning that the city isn’t much safer than it was six years ago. 

The city council has started taking steps to change that deeply troubling statistic, in part by putting 
pressure on the Orleans Parish district attorney’s office. By 2007, Eddie Jordan, a pre-Katrina 
holdover in that important post, was a disaster, with a nearly nonexistent conviction rate. His biggest 
claim to fame was bringing a multimillion-dollar discrimination judgment down on his office for a mass 
firing of white workers. He also made the wrong kind of criminal-justice headlines when newspapers 
reported that his girlfriend was more than a passing acquaintance of a man suspected of shooting a 
cop. Facing pressure from the council and the threat of a recall, Jordan slunk off. The stats of the new 
DA, Leon Cannizzaro, are significantly better. Last year, felony convictions doubled from the previous 
year, the independent Metropolitan Crime Commission says. 

With Landrieu in office, the spirit of competent law enforcement also has someone to push its agenda 
in the executive branch. “The city of New Orleans is not safe,” the mayor said forthrightly before his 
inauguration, in a welcome change from his predecessors, who either denied the crime problem or 
implied that New Orleans, a poor city, just had to put up with it. Landrieu has tapped Ronal Serpas, a 
New Orleans native who clocked two decades on the NOPD before heading up the Nashville police 



department, to serve as police superintendent. The move has met with approval from citizen crime 
watchers. As Thom Kahler, a journalist who runs the Nocrimeline website, observed of Serpas’s 
Nashville tenure, “The crime rate there . . . dropped each year,” reaching the lowest levels in 30 
years. 

Serpas has his work cut out for him in the Big Easy. Because the NOPD has such a bad reputation, it 
still struggles to attract good candidates: only 25 of the 66 students in its police academy’s most 
recent class graduated. Potential recruits consider the department an employer of last resort, despite 
a $43,000 starting salary, more than most new teachers make. Serpas’s admirably high standards 
should improve the academy’s graduation rate, though it will complicate recruitment, at least in the 
short term: he will hire only officers with at least two years of college or military service. Another 
challenge is that he needs more outsiders. Right now, many New Orleans cops are intimately familiar 
with the neighborhoods they patrol, which isn’t necessarily a good thing, since it isn’t easy to arrest 
your cousin for domestic violence. A further challenge: though Serpas is pushing active policing to 
prevent crime, it’s not yet clear that New Orleans will accept the aggressive tactics, including stop-
and-frisk, that have helped cut violence in cities like New York. 

Serpas knows that the police need to “win the public’s confidence” so that people stop fearing and 
distrusting them—a perfectly rational attitude in the abuse-ridden recent past. So he and Landrieu 
have invited federal monitors to offer an outside perspective. Serpas has also opened each precinct’s 
Compstat meetings, at which commanders and officers discuss current crime statistics and tactics to 
combat violence, to the public. And he has ordered the posting of reliable crime statistics online, 
satisfying bloggers like Kahler, who have long complained of delays, omissions, and inaccuracies in 
reporting the numbers. 

After years of cynicism, New Orleanians clearly believe that Serpas can make a difference. “Good 
guys winning?” Kahler wrote exuberantly on his blog in September. “In the past week, there were only 
5 robberies—or attempted robberies—reported in the French Quarter and its environs. And on 
Friday—Friday of all days!—the . . . 8th District NOPD [in the Quarter] received absolutely NO reports 
of crimes.” Confidence in Serpas even kept French Quarter residents from voting this October to pay 
off-duty cops for extra security. Still, thugs engaged in a gunfight in a poorer neighborhood shot a 
two-year-old boy to death in late September, showing how far New Orleans has to go.  

The ranks of New Orleans’s new crime fighters aren’t filled only by politicians and police officers; 
citizens, too, have joined the battle. Local judges have been a feckless bunch over the years, so in 
2007, members of a new citizens’ group, Court Watch NOLA, started bringing bright yellow clipboards 
to the city’s courtrooms to monitor casework. The volunteers, many of them retirees, assess the 
efficiency of prosecutors, public defenders, and judges—for example, one judge took over an hour of 
unscheduled breaks one day in 2009. This past summer, the group issued a report that harshly 
criticized a court for being closed when scheduled to be open, “costing countless wasted hours to 
court personnel, police officers, parties and witnesses who make an unnecessary trip to court to find 
the courtroom door locked or the judge unavailable.” The same report listed performance stats, judge 
by judge. 

The volunteers are currently tracking 500 felony cases. Though such citizen involvement may sound 
tedious, it works. As the Metropolitan Crime Commission points out, “judicial efficiency continued to 
improve through 2009,” with felony cases taking 120 days to close in 2009—longer than the national 
average of 92 days, but much better than the previous year’s 140. Judges get it: run-of-the-mill felony 
cases may still generate little press attention, but someone is out there now, watching and taking 
notes. 



Just as energized citizens and their new representatives have begun to transform law enforcement in 
New Orleans, they’ve demolished the business-as-usual attitude toward another pillar of public order: 
infrastructure. New Orleanians immediately recognized that the calamitous flooding after Katrina was 
an infrastructure failure, not a natural disaster. Like Arizona with its aqueducts and New York City 
with its subways, New Orleans survives thanks to engineering marvels: the region’s federally built and 
locally maintained levees and flood walls. During Katrina, though, that infrastructure failed to 
withstand a storm whose force was well within its intended parameters. 

Big Easy residents and their state and local pols recognized from the outset that improving 
infrastructure would be essential to giving people the confidence to invest time and money in 
rebuilding their homes. So they made sure that a healthy fraction of the federal recovery funds for 
Louisiana—about 37 percent, or $27 billion—went toward nuts-and-bolts reconstruction. In particular, 
the Army Corps of Engineers has mostly finished a massive $15 billion project in and around New 
Orleans to protect people and property from future storms. 

New Orleanians understood that fixing their infrastructure would require more than money; they 
needed to fix infrastructure politics, too. Before Katrina, the “levee boards,” which oversaw 
maintenance for levees and flood walls for the New Orleans area, were patronage factories, not 
credible safeguards of crucial assets. Then Ruthie Frierson, a genteel uptown real-estate agent, 
came along. Frierson helped launch a new group, Citizens for 1 Greater New Orleans, to push for a 
constitutional amendment consolidating the region’s ten levee boards into two. The reform, the group 
believed, would reduce waste and concentrate public and press attention on the levees. The citizen-
activists also insisted on some radical new provisions—including that the people running the new 
boards actually know something about levees. The ballot measure passed a year after Katrina, with 
80 percent of the vote. 

Beyond its waterfronts, New Orleans has become an enormous construction site, as a mass of 
startlingly new infrastructure is built alongside the crumbling old. Soon, a new $803 million, 5.5-mile 
bridge will connect the city to affluent commuter towns across Lake Pontchartrain, replacing an 
outdated 45-year-old model. Local roads, already a neglected disaster before Katrina made them 
worse, are receiving a nearly $700 million refurbishment. Spruced-up streetcars and brand-new 
buses traverse them. Here, too, local officials realize that citizens are watching. One of Mayor 
Landrieu’s first acts was to roll out a detailed list of road, playground, and library projects costing 
anywhere from a few hundred dollars apiece to a few million, so that neighborhoods could track 
progress. 

Katrina also washed away much of New Orleans’s sorry public school district, where majorities of 
students consistently failed. Once again, citizens are improving on what they had. The city’s biggest 
education reform is that the majority of its 35,000 public school kids now attend charter schools 
overseen by a state-run school district. It’s too early to tell much from test-score results, but it’s clear 
that the success and optimism of charter school operators—from the national KIPP outfit to local 
nonprofits—at getting schools up and running has been a big factor in residents’ decisions to return 
home. 

Tiffany Monier, who works in finance at a private firm, came back to New Orleans in 2006 after 
seeking shelter from Katrina in Houston and Baton Rouge. She enrolled her fifth-grade son, Dante, in 
the inaugural class of KIPP Believe College Prep, a new uptown school. Teachers and staff there 
challenged her son—“a bright kid,” she says proudly—to prepare for admission to one of New 
Orleans’s top private high schools this fall. “He came home every day and talked about what he had 
learned in school,” she says, and he won admission to the high school. His classmates, many of them 
from poor, single-parent homes, also benefited from KIPP’s orderly environment, Monier adds. 



New Orleans would do well, though, to take a more practical approach to paying for its new schools. 
Before Katrina, the city spent about $8,000 per student. In 2008, its schools (both in the state-run 
district and in the smaller traditional school district) spent $15,000 to $16,000 per child—the one area 
of New Orleans’s budget in which operating spending has increased dramatically. Much of the extra 
aid has come from the feds, who provided more than half of the state-run district’s revenues in 2008, 
up from the 15 percent that they sent to New Orleans public schools before Katrina. When the federal 
money runs out, New Orleans will have to cut back elsewhere, or hike taxes, to fund its newly 
expensive school system. 

To avoid that result, the city and state should require enterprising charter school administrators to 
compete on cost as well as on results. Some charters seem perfectly capable of operating on a 
shoestring. As Mark Nguyen, education coordinator of the economic development arm of Mary Queen 
of Vietnam Church, says of his group’s charter school, “We just want a building”—to get out of the 
leaky trailers in which it has been teaching kids. 

Even New Orleans’s economy has adjusted to what a few years ago would have been unimaginable 
upheaval. It remains largely dependent on tourism and conventions, true, but start-ups in other 
industries are beginning to call New Orleans home. Nic Perkin and Justin Brownhill, both New 
Yorkers with no ties to New Orleans, decided in 2007 to make the Crescent City the headquarters for 
a venture that would let companies raise cash by selling financial assets called receivables. 

Perkin and Brownhill picked New Orleans for hardheaded reasons, not emotional ones. They needed 
the East Coast time zone to run a financial business, as well as a legal environment favorable to 
trading receivables (Louisiana had it—who knew?). They also wanted someplace cheap. At a start-up 
company, Perkin explains, “every dollar makes a difference.” New Orleans, with low taxes and 
inexpensive commercial and residential real estate, fit the bill. Three years on, Perkin thinks that he 
and Brownhill made the right call: their company, the Receivables Exchange, has grown from five 
local employees to 55. The partners have found that many of the talented people who left the city for 
better economic opportunity long before Katrina are eager to return, helping reverse the brain drain—
a sign of the resurgent hope in New Orleans. And Perkin and Brownhill have discovered a benefit in 
the ease of persuading potential clients or vendors to come to New Orleans for a meeting: it’s a short 
flight from both coasts, and visitors enjoy the food and the sights. 

Perkin and Brownhill are far from alone in choosing New Orleans. Their offices—on Camp Street, in 
the Central Business District—are surrounded by start-ups. On his blog earlier this year, business 
consultant Taylor Davidson listed 58 such companies, from Audiosocket, which licenses music rights 
to entertainment companies, to TurboSquid, which deals in 3D modeling. “There’s a lot going on in 
New Orleans,” Davidson says. 

The companies keep coming. Perkin says that he receives “at least one e-mail a month” from a friend 
or colleague moving to New Orleans. “The cost of living is 30, 40, 50 percent less” than living in New 
York, he observes. As for quality of life, Perkin acknowledges concerns about crime. But he draws on 
his experience growing up in Manhattan in the 1970s and ’80s. In New York, he says, change came 
gradually; it happens on a weekly basis in New Orleans. “I never thought that I would see two cities 
reinvent themselves,” he adds. 

New Orleans’s recovering economy contrasts starkly with that of the nation as a whole, where 
investors remain paralyzed—shocked by the financial and economic collapse, terrified of arbitrary 
Washington actions, and crowded out by government activity. And in many ways besides investment, 
strange though it may sound, New Orleans provides a model for the rest of the country in the wake of 
the financial crisis. 



Above all, the city has refused to spend the past five years pretending from a fiscal standpoint that 
the storm never happened. Before Katrina, New Orleans employed 7,406 full-time workers. By late 
2006, it had slashed its workforce 36 percent, to 4,735, and the number hasn’t risen much since. 
Even though tax collections still fall short of pre-Katrina collections, the city faces a $70 million deficit 
this year against a $1.2 billion budget, hardly disastrous. In fiscal terms, it’s very different from cities 
and states around the nation, which, bolstered by federal “stimulus” funds, continue to throw money 
around as if the property and credit bubbles had never burst. 

New Orleanians have cut back in part by taking the same pragmatic approach to basic government 
services that they did to politics. Last year, for example, the city’s Regional Transit Authority handed 
over operations to France-based Veolia Transportation under a five-year contract, seeking to reduce 
excessive labor costs and improve service. It took Katrina to help New Orleans figure out that the 
purpose of transit is to serve customers, not government employees. Again, that’s a realization that 
has eluded many states and cities whose payrolls keep swelling. 

Then there’s that $27 billion spent on infrastructure—the nearly 40 percent of the money that the feds 
sent Louisiana, a fraction that easily bests the federal stimulus of 2009, which devoted less than 20 
percent of its funds to the infrastructure that the country desperately needed. But perhaps the most 
instructive recovery success story in New Orleans is an $8.6 billion program—a federal one—called 
Road Home, which encouraged owners of damaged or destroyed homes to accelerate their decision 
whether to rebuild in New Orleans or make their evacuation permanent. If they decided to rebuild, 
they would receive a $66,000 grant, on average, to help. Alternatively, they could sell their homes to 
the state, with the proceeds first going toward paying off mortgages and liens. The state would raze 
what was left of the house, if anything, and sell off the property, offering the first bid to next-door 
neighbors. 

Though stories abound about Road Home’s inefficiencies, inconsistencies, and potential for fraud, the 
program led to massive housing reinvestment across the city. Despite early criticisms that the 
program would subsidize an exodus from southeast Louisiana, 89 percent of New Orleans families 
who participated in it opted to rebuild. The certainty that it created, in turn, encouraged further private 
investment: homeowners wouldn’t have to worry that they would rebuild only to wind up living next to 
a decaying shell. In the upper-middle-class neighborhood of Lakeview, where Katrina rendered about 
a third of all lots vacant, residents initially cringed at the bargain-basement prices that the lots 
fetched—as low as $50,000, less than a third of their pre-storm values. But as a stable environment 
emerged, prices rose as high as $80,000. Prices had to go down steeply before they could go back 
up again. 

That’s a concept that the federal government still hasn’t grasped in other areas. In the rest of the 
nation—for example, the Florida and central California neighborhoods that have faced a similar 
vacancy problem since the housing bubble burst four years ago—federal aid to financial institutions 
and home borrowers has helped people deny reality rather than face up to it. The Obama 
administration has helped people stay in homes that they can’t afford via new, federally subsidized 
teaser-rate mortgages; it has rescued lenders, too, who have used the federal support to delay 
necessary losses and foreclosures. A genuine national recovery program would follow the Road 
Home model, helping people and institutions realize their losses and start over, even if it hurts at first. 

New Orleans could still fail, of course. The city has yet to prove that it has the political fortitude to 
drive down crime and keep it low. Social problems, including young single motherhood, still pervade 
whole neighborhoods. Complacency and voter apathy could return. The infrastructure that the feds 
are building could remain unfinished. The newcomers could give up—just as previous New 
Orleanians, both native and transplanted, reluctantly gave up on the city before Katrina. 



But for now, New Orleans has something that it hasn’t had in decades: optimism. That’s an asset that 
the whole country could use a dose of. 

Nicole Gelinas, a City Journal contributing editor and the Searle Freedom Trust Fellow at the 
Manhattan Institute, is a Chartered Financial Analyst and the author of After the Fall: Saving 
Capitalism from Wall Street—and Washington. 
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Global Aging 
A gray tsunami is sweeping the planet -- and not just in the places you expect. How did the 
world get so old, so fast? 
by Phillip Longman  

 

View a photo essay of The Grayest Generation.  

"The World Faces a Population Bomb."  

Yes, but of old people. Not so long ago, we were warned that rising global population would 
inevitably bring world famine. As Paul Ehrlich wrote apocalyptically in his 1968 worldwide bestseller, 
The Population Bomb, "In the 1970s and 1980s hundreds of millions of people will starve to death in 
spite of any crash programs embarked upon now. At this late date, nothing can prevent a substantial 
increase in the world death rate." Obviously, Ehrlich's predicted holocaust, which assumed that the 
1960s global baby boom would continue until the world faced mass famine, didn't happen. Instead, 
the global growth rate dropped from 2 percent in the mid-1960s to roughly half that today, with many 
countries no longer producing enough babies to avoid falling populations. Having too many people on 
the planet is no longer demographers' chief worry; now, having too few is.  



It's true that the world's population overall will increase by roughly one-third over the next 40 years, 
from 6.9 to 9.1 billion, according to the U.N. Population Division. But this will be a very different kind 
of population growth than ever before -- driven not by birth rates, which have plummeted around the 
world, but primarily by an increase in the number of elderly people. Indeed, the global population of 
children under 5 is expected to fall by 49 million as of midcentury, while the number of people over 60 
will grow by 1.2 billion. How did the world grow so gray, so quickly?  

One reason is that more people are living to advanced old age. But just as significant is the enormous 
bulge of people born in the first few decades after World War II. Both the United States and Western 
Europe saw particularly dramatic increases in birth rates during the late 1940s and 1950s, as 
returning veterans made up for lost time. In the 1960s and 1970s, much of the developing world also 
experienced a baby boom, but for a different reason: striking declines in infant and child mortality. As 
these global baby boomers age, they will create a population explosion of seniors. Today in the West, 
we are seeing a sharp uptick in people turning 60; in another 20 years, we'll see an explosion in the 
numbers turning 80. Most of the rest of the world will follow the same course in the next few decades.  

 
The Grayest Generation 
Photos of a world going gray.  

Eventually, the last echoes of the global baby boomers will fade away. Then, because of the 
continuing fall in birth rates, humans will face the very real prospect that our numbers will fall as fast -- 
if not faster -- than the rate at which they once grew. Russia's population is already 7 million below 
what it was in 1991. As for Japan, one expert has calculated that the very last Japanese baby will be 
born in the year 2959, assuming the country's low fertility rate of 1.25 children per woman continues 
unchanged. Young Austrian women now tell pollsters their ideal family size is less than two children, 
enough to replace themselves but not their partners. Worldwide, there is a 50 percent chance that the 
population will be falling by 2070, according to a recent study published in Nature. By 2150, according 
to one U.N. projection, the global population could be half what it is today.  

That might sound like an appealing prospect: less traffic, more room at the beach, easier college 
admissions. But be careful what you wish for.  



 

"Aging Is a Rich-Country Problem."  

NO. Once, demographers believed, following a long line of ancient thinkers from Tacitus and Cicero 
in late Rome to Ibn Khaldun in the medieval Arab world, that population aging and decline were 
particular traits of "civilized" countries that had obtained a high degree of luxury. Reflecting on the fate 
of Rome, Charles Darwin's grandson bemoaned a pattern he saw throughout history: "Must 
civilization always lead to the limitation of families and consequent decay and then replacement from 
barbaric sources, which in turn will go through the same experience?"  

Today, however, we see that birth rates are dipping below replacement levels even in countries 
hardly known for luxury. Emerging first in Scandinavia in the 1970s, what the experts call 
"subreplacement fertility" quickly spread to the rest of Europe, Russia, most of Asia, much of South 
America, the Caribbean, Southern India, and even Middle Eastern countries like Lebanon, Morocco, 
and Iran. Of the 59 countries now producing fewer children than needed to sustain their populations, 
18 are characterized by the United Nations as "developing," i.e., not rich.  

Indeed, most developing countries are experiencing population aging at unprecedented rates. 
Consider Iran. As recently as the late 1970s, the average Iranian woman had nearly seven children. 
Today, for reasons not well understood, she has just 1.74, far below the average 2.1 children needed 
to sustain a population over time. Accordingly, between 2010 and 2050, the share of Iran's population 
60 and older is expected to increase from 7.1 to 28.1 percent. This is well above the share of 60-plus 
people found in Western Europe today and about the same percentage that is expected for most 
Northern European countries in 2050. But unlike Western Europe, Iran and many other developing 
regions experiencing the same hyper-aging -- from Cuba to Croatia, Lebanon to the Wallis and 
Futuna Islands -- will not necessarily have a chance to get rich before they get old.  

One contributing factor is urbanization; more than half the world's population now lives in cities, where 
children are an expensive economic liability, not another pair of hands to till fields or care for 
livestock. Two other oft-cited reasons are expanded work opportunities for women and the increasing 



prevalence of pensions and other old-age financial support that doesn't depend on having large 
numbers of children to finance retirement.  

Surprisingly, this graying of the world is not by any means the exclusive result of programs 
deliberately aimed at population control. For though there are countries such as India, which 
embraced population control even to the point of forced sterilization programs during the 1970s and 
saw dramatic reduction in birth rates, there are also counterexamples such as Brazil, where the 
government never promoted family planning and yet its birth rate went down even more. Why? In 
both countries and elsewhere, changing cultural norms appear to be the primary force driving down 
birth rates -- think TV, not government decrees. In Brazil, television was introduced sequentially 
province by province, and in each new region the boob tube reached, birth rates plummeted soon 
after. (Discuss among yourselves whether this was because of what's on Brazilian television -- mostly 
soap operas depicting rich people living the high life -- or simply because a television was now on at 
night in many more bedrooms.)  

 

"The West Is Doomed by Demographics."  

MAYBE. But the outlook is even worse for Asia. Those who predict a coming Asian Century have 
not come to terms with the region's approaching era of hyper-aging. Japan, whose "lost decade" 
began just as its labor force started to shrink in the late 1980s, now appears to be not an exception, 
but a vanguard of Asian demographics. South Korea and Taiwan, with some of the lowest birth rates 
of any major country, will be losing population within 15 years. Singapore's government is so worried 
about its birth dearth that it not only offers new mothers a "baby bonus" of up to about $3,000 each 
for the first or second child and about $4,500 for a third or fourth child, paid maternity leave, and other 
enticements to have children, it has even started sponsoring speed-dating events.  

China, for now, continues to enjoy the economic benefits associated with the early phase of birth-rate 
decline, when a society has fewer children to support and more available female labor for the 
workforce. But with its stringent one-child policy and exceptionally low birth rate, China is rapidly 



evolving into what demographers call a "4-2-1" society, in which one child becomes responsible for 
supporting two parents and four grandparents.  

Asia will also be plagued by a chronic shortage of women in the coming decades, which could leave 
the most populous region on Earth with the same skewed sex ratios as the early American West. Due 
to selective abortion, China has about 16 percent more boys than girls, which many predict will lead 
to instability as tens of millions of "unmarriageable" men find other outlets for their excess libido. India 
has nearly the same sex-ratio imbalance and also a substantial difference in birth rates between its 
southern (mostly Hindu) states and its northern (more heavily Muslim) states, which could contribute 
to ethnic tension.  

No society has ever experienced the speed of population aging -- or the gender imbalance -- now 
seen throughout Asia. So we can't simply look to history to predict Asia's future. But we can say with 
confidence that no region on Earth is more demographically challenged.  

"The U.S. Baby Boom Has Saved It From an Old-Age Crisis."  

For now. On its current course, the U.S. population of 310 million will continue to grow relative to 
that of the rest of the developed world, primarily because its birth rate, while barely at replacement 
level, is still higher than that of almost any other industrialized country. In purely geopolitical terms, 
this suggests American influence over Europe, Japan, South Korea, and other allies could grow. Yet 
the United States has no reason to be smug about its comparatively favorable demographics. As its 
allies age and even shrink in population, the United States could be forced to assume even more of 
the burden of policing the world's trouble spots. Like a person in middle age, the United States now 
has to worry not only about its own aging, but also about how to provide for other family members 
who are becoming too old to fend for themselves.  

And age America will. The main reason for its comparative youthfulness so far has been immigration, 
both legal and illegal. But according to a recent study by the Pew Hispanic Center, the number of 
illegal immigrants thought to be entering the United States has plunged to just 300,000 people 
annually -- down from 850,000 in the early 2000s. More than a million immigrants from Mexico and 
elsewhere in Latin America have returned home in the last two years. These falling numbers are 
largely driven by the soaring U.S. unemployment rate, which has at least temporarily reduced the 
economic rewards of moving to El Norte, but they could herald a permanent shift.  

Demographics explain why. Birth rates are falling dramatically across Latin America, especially in 
Mexico, suggesting a tidal shift in migration patterns. Consider what happened with Puerto Rico, 
where birth rates have also plunged: Immigration to the mainland United States has all but stopped 
despite an open border and the lure of a considerably higher standard of living on the continent. In 
the not-so-distant future, the United States may well find itself competing for immigrants rather than 
building walls to keep them out.  

"Old People Will Just Work Longer."  

But only if older workers are healthy. And that's a big if. You might have noticed a lot more 
middle-age Americans using canes, walkers, and wheelchairs these days. So many of Walmart's 
customers are now physically impaired that the giant retailer has replaced many of its shopping carts 
with electric scooters that allow shoppers to remain seated as they cruise the aisles. Such sights are 
reflected in statistics showing that, for the first time since such record-keeping began, disability rates 
are no longer improving among middle-age Americans, but getting worse.  



According to a recent Rand Corp. study published in Health Affairs, more than 40 percent of 
Americans ages 50 to 64 already have difficulties performing ordinary activities of daily life, such as 
walking a quarter mile or climbing 10 steps without resting -- a substantial rise from just 10 years ago. 
Because of this declining physical fitness among the middle-aged, we can expect the next generation 
of senior citizens to be much more impaired than the current one.  

It isn't just Americans. Obesity and sedentary lifestyles are spreading globally. Between 1995 and 
2000, the number of obese adults increased worldwide from 200 million to 300 million -- with 115 
million of these living in developing countries. From Chile to China, McDonald's and KFC are opening 
franchises every day, even as people everywhere spend more and more of their time in automobiles 
and in front of flat-screen TVs and computer monitors. More than a billion people worldwide are now 
estimated to be overweight, creating a global pandemic of chronic conditions from heart disease to 
diabetes.  

Sure, countries can and will do much more to help people age gracefully and to encourage older 
citizens to remain in the workforce. A recent report from the European Commission has pointed out, 
for example, that providing for more part-time jobs would not only encourage delayed retirement, but 
could also help boost birth rates by smoothing the tensions between work and family life for parents. 
Encouraging healthier diets would enormously lengthen productive life spans, as would building or 
preserving more walkable communities. But there are clear limits to how many seniors will be fit 
enough, mentally or physically, to compete in the global economy of the next 20 years.  

These trends undermine the argument, now common around the world, that standard retirement ages 
must go up. Not only are improvements in life expectancy at older ages very modest and now 
trending toward zero, but disability rates are exploding to the point that it would be difficult for many 
older workers to perform in the workplace even if they had the job skills that a modern economy 
demands. This explains such paradoxes as the fact that U.S. employers report it is nearly impossible 
to find the engineering talent they need, while the unemployment rate among U.S. engineers remains 
extraordinarily high. The faster-evolving and more technologically sophisticated a society becomes, 
the more rapidly job skills -- and elderly workers, sadly -- become obsolete.  

"An Elderly World Will Be More Peaceful."  

Not necessarily. Some strategists, such as scholar Mark L. Haas, speak of a coming "geriatric 
peace." Here's the argument: In a world of single-child families, popular resistance to military 
conscription should grow, as tolerance of military casualties falls. The rising cost of pensions and 
health care should also make sustaining military buildups increasingly difficult. Societies dominated 
by middle-age and older citizens may also become more risk-averse, more preoccupied with 
practical, domestic concerns like crime and retirement security, and less driven by adherence to 
violent ideologies. Japan is often held up as an example of a country that has grown more stable and 
peaceful as it has aged. Western Europe was wracked by domestic unrest when its vaunted 
"Generation of '68" was still young, but as these postwar baby boomers aged and produced few 
children, the political and social agendas of Europe became far less radical.  

But there are some problems with this rosy scenario. To start, even countries that are rapidly aging 
can, paradoxically, produce youth bulges with all the attendant social consequences, from more 
violence to economic dislocation. Consider Iran. By 2020, the number of 15- to 24-year-old Iranians 
will have shrunk by 34 percent since 2005, according to the U.N. Population Division. This largely 
reflects the sharp downturn in the Iranian economy that occurred after its 1979 revolution, as well as 
the clerical regime's embrace of contraception. But from 2020 to 2035, the number will again swell by 
34 percent, even if birth rates continue to decline. Why? A very high proportion of Iranian women are 



now of childbearing age, which means that even though young Iranian women are having far fewer 
children than their mothers did -- indeed, not enough to sustain the population over time -- their 
numbers are still sufficient to create a temporary "echo boom."  

Many other Muslim countries, from Libya to Pakistan, will experience similarly huge oscillations in 
their youth populations. Most of the Central Asian republics, too, will face large echo booms in the 
2020s. Long a battlefield for larger powers from the Mongols and Persians to the Russians and 
British, these newly independent states are once again the object of geopolitical competition due to 
their natural gas and oil reserves. The same is true of two of Latin America's most volatile countries, 
Peru and Venezuela.  

This isn't just a numbers game. As the darkest recent chapters of European history suggest, the point 
of transition from growth to demographic decline can be an unsettling and dangerous one. Fascist 
ideology in Europe was deeply informed by Oswald Spengler's The Decline of the West, Lothrop 
Stoddard's The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-Supremacy, and the writings of other 
eugenicists obsessed with the demographic decline of "Aryans."  

Now, just as the horrors of fascism are passing from living memory, a new generation of Europeans is 
again feeling demographically besieged, this time by the arrival of Muslim immigrants. Fear of 
demographic decline also fuels the resurgence of Hindu nationalism in India, and it contributes to the 
backlash in the United States against immigrants and the controversy around the building of the 
"Ground Zero mosque" near the site of the 9/11 tragedy.  

Over the next few decades, not only will echo booms be producing youth bulges in many of the 
world's trouble spots, but much of the developed world's population will be passing into advanced old 
age. It's a recipe for maximum demographic danger, Neil Howe and Richard Jackson of the Center 
for Strategic and International Studies warn. If you think the teenies are looking ugly, watch out for the 
2020s.  

"A Gray World Will Be a Poorer World."  

Only if we do nothing. The connection between a society's wealth and its demographics is 
cyclical. At first, with fertility declining and the workforce aging, there are proportionately fewer 
children to raise and educate. This is good: It frees up female labor to join the formal economy and 
allows for greater investment in the education of each remaining child. All else being equal, both 
factors stimulate economic development. Japan went through this phase in the 1960s and 1970s, 
with the other Asian countries following close behind. China is benefiting from it now.  

Then, however, the outlook turns bleak. Over time, low birth rates lead not only to fewer children, but 
also to fewer working-age people just as the percentage of dependent elders explodes. This means 
that as population aging runs its course, it might well go from stimulating the economy to depressing 
it. Fewer young adults means fewer people needing to purchase new homes, new furniture, and the 
like, as well as fewer people likely to take entrepreneurial risks. Aging workers become more 
interested in protecting existing jobs than in creating new businesses. Last-ditch efforts to prop up 
consumption and home values may result in more and more capital flowing into expanded consumer 
credit, creating financial bubbles that inevitably burst (sound familiar?).  

In other words, a planet that grays indefinitely is clearly asking for trouble. But birth rates don't have to 
plummet forever. One path forward might be characterized as the Swedish road: It involves massive 
state intervention designed to smooth the tensions between work and family life to enable women to 
have more children without steep financial setbacks. But so far, countries that have followed this 



approach have achieved only very modest success. At the other extreme is what might be called the 
Taliban road: This would mean a return to "traditional values," in which women have few economic 
and social options beyond the role of motherhood. This mindset may well maintain high birth rates, 
but with consequences that today are unacceptable to all but the most rigid fundamentalists.  

So is there a third way? Yes, though we aren't quite sure how to get there. The trick will be restoring 
what, in the days of family-owned farms and small businesses, was once true: that babies are an 
asset rather than a burden. Imagine a society in which parents get to keep more of the human capital 
they form by investing in their children. Imagine a society in which the family is no longer just a 
consumer unit, but a productive enterprise. The society that figures out how to restore the economic 
foundation of the family will own the future. The alternative is poor and gray indeed. 

  
  

 
  



 

 
  



 
  
 


