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               Riding the bus the other day, I overheard a trio of tired working people exchanging fears and despair about what they considered to be a blind America lurching toward economic disaster.  With half the auto industry out of work and so many related suppliers closing their doors, the worried riders were wondering what all the high-powered planners had been doing with their million-dollar computers these past years.


          There is a lot of anxiety in the country today about what is perceived as lousy forecasting and incompetent leadership. The anxiety is made all the more painful by the seemingly robust economies of Japan, Germany and other nations whose “superior” forecasters led them to design and build four-cylinder automobiles in time to avert disaster.  After all, keeping track of oil resources can’t be all that difficult;  where were America’s economic and political leaders when we needed them?


          Actually, they were busy forecasting, with great accuracy.  And they were busy worrying.  During the Truman administration, Cabinet meetings discussed the subject repeatedly - - in an atmosphere of impending doom. Truman’s first defense secretary called in the head of a major oil company in January 1948 to say that he was “deeply concerned about the future supply of oil for this country” and that “unless we had access to Middle East oil, American motorcar companies would have to design a four-cylinder motorcar sometime within the next five years”.


          In 1954 Eisenhower appointed a committee specifically to look into the national security hazards of importing oil from the Eastern hemisphere. The committee’s government and industry experts designed a set of controls and twiddled with the knobs until, by 1959, they had the problem fixed. It stayed fixed for over a dozen years.


          But trouble continued to ferment in the oilfields of the Eastern hemisphere, and trouble continued to erupt in the wake of America’s postwar baby boom. At the end of the 1960s, our burgeoning adolescent population began to leave the smoldering campuses and take to the nation’s highways. The number of automobiles on the road suddenly skyrocketed and rendered Western hemispheric oil supplies inadequate. In 1969 Nixon set up a Cabinet Task Force to investigate whether the economy and security of the U.S. were being adequately safeguarded in the search for new oil supplies.


     Once again the analysts and forecasters of government and industry turned to their computers.  By February 1970 they had completed a comprehensive study of the situation and had published a 400-page report that included page after page of numerical tables on the effects of price hikes and interruptions in the supply of Arab oil, Iranian oil, total Eastern hemispheric oil - - you name it.  It recommended, among other things, a set of import duties to stimulate the development of energy resources in the Western hemisphere, and it carefully explained the dire consequences of failing to take each of its recommended steps.  That was eleven years ago - - four years before OPEC came into the modern world, nine years before Iran dropped out of the modern world.


     So what has the government of the U.S.  been doing with all those predictions and recommendations and tables of data? As far as the executive branch is concerned, it seems to have been using the information quite sensibly.  But there has been a stubborn roadblock in the U.S.Congress these past seven years:  a perverse refusal to do anything that might be reflected in the price of gasoline at the voter’s neighborhood pump.  The


circus act put on in the House when Carter’s oil-conservation import duties were voted down amidst hooting and handclapping from the floor could easily lead us to conclude that the source of our problems is a frivolous and irresponsible Congress.


     There’s no question that Congress has been a prime source of our country’s helplessness and ineptitude, but there is a more basic source.  Even Carter supporters admitted that a vote for higher prices at the pump was a giant step toward the political graveyard.  Any Congressman who went along with a gas squeeze risked prompt replacement by an opponent who would blame it all on demons and goblins, then promise to flood the streets with cheap gas - - if elected.  Is Pogo right then? Is it a case of  “We have met the enemy and they are us”?


     That would certainly be the case if a well-informed American public had been consciously damaging the nation’s safety and independence by guzzling gas.  But this nation’s public is far from well-informed.  Not when 62 percent tell a pollster that Russia is a member of NATO.  Not when 77 percent cannot identify the two nations involved in the SALT talks.  Not when such a large number consider the oil shortage a conspiracy on the part of the multinational corporate “demons”.  Not when Congress spends the past 7 OPEC years voting down corrective measures out of fear of public outrage.


     How can such ignorance exist in our country? Particularly now, when we have a large and growing group of professionals dedicated solely to the cause of informing the American public? Not only large and growing, but fiercely proud of its hard hitting independence, its integrity.


     Alasl So fiercely proud it wouldn’t be caught dead repeating the words of any profit-hungry technicians from the oil industry or power-mad operators from the administration - - let alone a militarist toad like the Secretary of Defense.  Back to your grave, Forrestal! Your vested interest has been unmasked.


     The numerous graduates of our schools of journalism include, as Hodding Carter points out, far too many who know in their fervent 1960s-era hearts that there are truths out there “about power [and] corruption .  .  .  and to get the truth out, it’s not too bad if you mess around with the facts a little bit”.


     Beyond the zealots, there is a general macho requirement for journalists today to demonstrate to their peers that they haven’t “sold out to the enemy”.  In any case, it’s a whole lot easier to succeed - - both financially and in the esteem of colleagues - - by filing the punchy, dramatic charges of all those opponents, the ones with the colorful demons and the fashionable goblins, than it is to send your editor a dull explanation of the unpleasant facts of life that can be traced back to a government mimeographed handout.


    Our 1,800 newspapers are bought by over 65 million people every day.  And who knows how many more read them? When people like Forrestal and all those government and industry committees can get their facts to the general public - - despite the macho, despite the new journalism’s private truths - - the levels of fear and suspicion, of hate and division, can begin to subside in our tormented land.  Then it will be a pleasure to ride the bus again and listen to the people.  It also saves gas.
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