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editorials

Remember when the 
Obama white house 
seemed on the brink of 

a military strike against Syr-
ia because that country’s 
dictator had used poison gas 
on his own people? wash-
ington “hawks” clamored for 
an attack.

but polls show that most 
Americans wish the United 
S t a t e s 
would stop 
trying to po-
l i c e  t h e 
whole world 
in futile ef-
f o r t s  t o 
make for-
eign nations 
behave hu-
manely.

Last year, 
a Pew sur-
vey found 
that a re-
cord 53 per-
c e n t  o f 
Americans 
think the United States 
“should mind its own busi-
ness internationally and let 
other countries get along as 
best they can.” This leave-
them-alone ratio had risen 
sharply from 20 percent of 
Americans in 1964 and 41 
percent in 1995.

now a new nbC news/
Wall Street Journal survey 
finds almost exactly the 
same sentiment. Only 19 
percent of polled Americans 
hold the “hawk” viewpoint 
that this nation should take 
stronger actions overseas.

It’s easy to understand 
why Americans are fed up 
with needless wars. The 
bush-Cheney white house 
invaded Iraq on claims that 
Iraq possessed horror weap-
ons and would give them to 
terrorists for use against 
Americans. Those claims 
turned out to be imaginary 
— and the Iraq war became 
a ghastly waste of American 
lives and money. Similarly, 
the bush-Cheney war in Af-
ghanistan dragged into the 
longest in U.S. history, with 
little benefit.

Currently, right-wingers in 
washington are demanding  
President Obama “get tough” 
against russia because parts 
of Ukraine want to break 
away and rejoin russia. ba-
loney. why should America 
try to dictate what happens 
in Ukraine? If Ukrainians 
vote to become part of rus-
sia, why should Americans 

care? This 
i s s u e 
should be 
decided by 
Ukrainians, 
not Ameri-
cans.

For de-
cades, we 
have con-
tended it’s 
absurd for 
American 
taxpayers 
to cough 
up $1 tril-
lion a year 
for a gigan-

tic military that outstrips 
almost the entire rest of the 
world combined. Other mod-
ern democracies don’t bank-
rupt themselves in this man-
ner.

who appointed America 
the sheriff of the planet? If 
other countries are smart 
enough to avoid ruinous war 
spending, why can’t America 
do likewise?

International warfare has 
vanished in the 21st century. 
Only local insurrections and 
terror cells remain. huge 
armies, navies and air forces 
are of little use against hid-
den guerrillas. Commando 
squads and killer drones are 
the best cure for them.

Sometimes the U.S. public 
is smarter than its leaders. 
most Americans want to 
break the long pattern of 
washington military inter-
vention in foreign trouble 
zones — intervention that 
usually brings nightmare 
results. 

Ignore the hawks. Let for-
eigners solve their own 
messes. America can’t police 
the whole globe.

World cop?
Why spend $1 trillion?

International warfare has 
vanished in the 21st 
century. Only local 

insurrections and terror 
cells remain. Huge armies, 
navies and air forces are of 

little use against hidden 
guerrillas. Commando 

squads and killer drones 
are the best cure for them.

_______

BAKERSFIELD, CALIF. — This summer, 
even drinking water may be hard to 
find in some central California 

towns. This region is in its third year of 
drought, among the worst in recorded 
history.

Yet agribusinesses are planting huge 
new groves of thirsty almond and pista-

chio trees. bear in 
mind, these are per-
manent plantings. A 
quick crop such as al-
falfa can be plowed 
under during a water 
crisis. Trees and 
vines, on the other 
hand, need years to 
mature. An acre could 
be a $3 million invest-
ment.

So what gives? 
what gives is a byzantine system of allo-
cating water to a farming empire built 
where it shouldn’t be — in a desert. In 
Louisiana and mississippi, water for cot-
ton falls from the heavens. Under these 
dry skies, it comes from engineers.

Farmers draining the underground 
aquifers increasingly rely on state and 
federal projects to bring in supplies from 
elsewhere. much of the “new” water 
comes from the overtaxed Sacramen-
to-San Joaquin river Delta, home of 
several endangered fish and plant spe-
cies.

California has about 3,000 water dis-
tricts, but the California Department of 

water resources doesn’t know the exact 
number. nor does it have a clear idea 
what the districts are doing.

Out of complexity hidden in darkness 
rise corruption and reckless public 
spending. And fortunes are made.

In normal times, the water scheme 
holds up. These aren’t normal times.

“This year, all bets are off,” Lois hen-
ry, an investigative columnist for The ba-
kersfield Californian, told me.

henry let me jump in her truck to 
tour a corner of the vast Central Valley. 
we stopped at a strawberry farm, per-
fectly spaced rows of fat, red perfection 
going on and on. Down the road, how-
ever, we passed a small plot of Kern 
County in its natural state — a dreary 
piece of desert scrub.

what bothers henry these days are 
the massive plantings of new crop trees 
right in the jaws of a drought. Put in 
only a year or two ago, lines of tiny 
trees stretch to the horizon with military 
precision. between 2008 and 2012, agri-
business planted 68,000 more acres of 
permanent crops in Kern County alone.

California is the only state that doesn’t 
regulate groundwater. Farmers may 
plant anywhere.

residential developers, however, must 
first show that they have a source of 
water. So investors buy farmland, not for 
the land but for the groundwater. And 
though they are banned from selling wa-
ter they move through the publicly 
owned system of canals for urban devel-

opment, they do.
example. billionaires Lynda and Stew-

art resnick of beverly hills own Para-
mount Farms, an agricultural titan. 
Again, the water they obtain through 
public infrastructure may be used only 
for agriculture or restoring groundwater 
— according to law, anyway.

but that doesn’t seem to matter. The 
resnicks appear to be selling some of 
their water to a developer seeking to 
create a new 2,000-acre planned com-
munity, Gateway Village, in another 
county. This is being done through a 
web of exotic arrangements — with the 
water bouncing through a maze of res-
nick-owned companies, west Side Park 
mutual water Co. in particular.

henry surmises that the root Creek 
water District, where Gateway is locat-
ed, is in on the deal. Its lawyers will ar-
gue that the water being moved around 
is really just meant to recharge depleted 
groundwater. And that groundwater will 
be used for ... the pistachio and almond 
trees.

have you seen the movie “China-
town”?

The drought is getting so bad that the 
water barons have begun turning on one 
another. what happens if there’s hardly 
a drop left?

“It would be almost the perfect solu-
tion to our problem,” henry said, “be-
cause we’d have to come to a solution.”

Froma Harrop is a columnist for 
the Providence Journal.

In California drought, fortunes are made

WhAT IS west Virginia’s mes-
sage? what is its image? what 
does that even mean?

In march, local public relations people 
gathered in Charleston to talk about the 
recent water crisis. Speaking to the 

group, an out-of-state 
Pr expert talked a lot 
about rebuilding the 
area’s image and tak-
ing control of “the 
message.”

In April, the state 
Division of Tourism 
decided to spend 
more on advertising, 
in hopes of countering 
the bad vibes brought 
on by the chemical 
spill that contaminated 

the water of 300,000 west Virginians.
I’m envisioning ads with lots of pretty 

images of whitewater rafting on the 
Gauley or new rivers, of water plunging 
over blackwater Falls or skimming over 
smooth rocks as an angler pulls a trout 
from a cold, clear stream.

what I’m not expecting to see in 
those ads — scheduled to run in sur-
rounding big city markets — are shots 
of coal slurry spills that stain our rivers 
and streams black. There won’t be any 
mention of the selenium pollution that 
deforms our fish. Or the farm and ur-
ban runoff in the eastern Panhandle 
that helps choke the Chesapeake bay. 
Or the “straight pipes” that drip fecal co-
liform-laden toilet water into our creeks.

Of course, that’s not the “message” 
we want to convey. That’s not the “im-
age” we want to show to people in the 
washington/baltimore metro area.

Pr help doesn’t come cheap. big-mar-
ket ads come with big-market costs. but, 
apparently, it’s cheaper to buy a clean 
image than it is to actually live that way.

maybe I’m being too cynical. People 
do band together in a crisis. It was kind 
of refreshing to see west Virginians rage 
against Freedom Industries for reckless-
ly poisoning our water. Usually, around 
here, industry can do no wrong.

Democrats and republicans alike 
wanted accountability for what hap-
pened, and a pretty decent storage tank 
inspection bill actually made it through 
a Legislature that’s mostly concerned 
about abortion and guns.

That leaves us with the million-dollar 
question: will it end there? will we for-
get what it was like to live without clean 
water? will we go back to belittling peo-
ple who try to keep our land, air and 
water clean? will we keep throwing it 
all away for the promise of a job — any 
job — no matter what it costs our 
health?

Again, I’m feeling pretty cynical. but 
why shouldn’t I? On the day the white 
house unveiled the national Climate As-
sessment — filled with data, scientific 
explanation and downright scary weath-
er projections — where were many of 
our elected leaders? They were attend-
ing a Coal Forum event in Logan, again 
trashing the U.S. environmental Protec-

tion Agency, again proclaiming that coal 
will rise again, and still ignoring the 
storm building on the horizon.

Imagine if they embraced reality and 
had a big forum about life after coal. 
Imagine if they took the dollar signs 
from in front of their eyes and really 
looked at the facts about coal’s role in 
climate change. Imagine if they accepted 
the fact that sooner, rather than later, 
the people’s desire for a tamer mother 
nature will push the market toward 
cleaner energy.

Then we wouldn’t have to buy the 
image of a clean, responsible west Vir-
ginia — one where the people don’t 
howl in fury when a company is turned 
down for a permit to bury a mountain 
stream thousands of years in the mak-
ing.

Then, we wouldn’t have to control 
“the message.” It would actually be the 
truth. It would be life in the mountain 
State, where we stay ahead of the game, 
where we demand responsibility from 
those we trust with our land, water and 
people, and where we define Almost 
heaven not by one more strip mine or 
strip mall, but by a way of life that ex-
udes confidence, not vulnerability.

but in order to escape vulnerability — 
from market shifts, the boom/bust cycle, 
the chemical spills and men dying un-
derground — it takes the guts to 
change, to step into the unknown.

Or we can just keep whining about 
the ePA.

Byers is the Gazette’s executive editor.

Will water crisis change us for the better?
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