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Reckless Spending
Nothing more clearly illustrates the utter
irresponsibility of Barack Obama than his
advocacy of “high-speed rail.” The man is
not stupid. He knows how to use words that
will sound wonderful to people who do not
bother to stop and think.

High-speed rail may be feasible in parts of
Europe or Japan, where the population
density is much higher than in the United
States. But, without enough people packed
into a given space, there will never be
enough riders to repay the high cost of
building and maintaining a high-speed rail
system.

Building a high-speed rail system between Los Angeles and San Francisco may sound great to people
who don’t give it any serious thought. But we are a more spread-out country than England, France or
Japan. The distance between Los Angeles and San Francisco is greater than the distance from London
to Paris — by more than 100 miles.

In Japan, the distance between Tokyo and Osaka is comparable to the distance between Los Angeles
and San Francisco. But the population of Osaka alone is larger than the combined populations of Los
Angeles and San Francisco — and Tokyo has millions more people than Osaka. That is why it can make
sense to have a “bullet train” running between Osaka and Tokyo, but makes no sense to build one
between Los Angeles and San Francisco.

However little President Obama knows or cares about economics, he knows a lot about politics — and
especially political rhetoric. “High-speed rail” is simply another set of lofty words to justify continued
expansion of government spending. So are words like “investment in education” or “investment” in any
number of other things, which serves the same political purpose.

Who cares what the realities are behind these nice-sounding words? Obama can leave that to the
economists, the statisticians and the historians. His point is to win the votes of people who know little
or nothing about economics, history or statistics. That includes a lot of people with expensive Ivy
League degrees.

To talk glibly about spending more money on “high-speed rail” when the national debt has just passed a
milestone, by exceeding the total value of our annual output, for the first time in more than half a
century, is world-class chutzpa. The last time the U.S. national debt exceeded the value of our entire
annual output, it was due to the cost of fighting World War II.

When World War II ended, in less than four years of American participation, we began paying down the
national debt. But our current national debt has been expanding by leaps and bounds in peacetime —
and with no sign of an end in sight for the next decade.

Since more than 40 percent of our national debt is owed to foreigners, this means that goods and
services produced by Americans, equal in value to more than 40 percent of our current output, will have
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to be sent overseas, free of charge, by either this generation or the generations that follow.
Since the generations that follow cannot vote today, the Obama administration’s latest budget keeps the
spending increasing, while regaling us with wonderful plans for big reductions in government
spending– years from now, after Obama is gone.

Make no mistake about it, spending wins votes, and votes are the ultimate bottom line for politicians. If
fancy words and lofty visions are enough to get the voters to go along with more spending, then expect
to hear a lot of fancy words and lofty visions.

One of the most successful political ploys is to promise people things without having the money to pay
for them. Then, when others want to cut back on the things that have been promised, blame them for
lacking the compassion of those who wrote the checks without enough money in the bank to cover
them.

If all else fails, politicians can always say that we can pay for the things they promised us by raising
taxes on “the rich.” However, history shows that, when tax rates go up to very high levels, people put
more of their money in tax shelters, so the government ends up collecting less revenue than before.

But history is so yesterday. What is far more exciting is to think of high-speed rail in the future, even if
it is speeding us toward bankruptcy.

To find out more about Thomas Sowell and read features by other Creators Syndicate columnists and
cartoonists, visit the Creators Syndicate web page at www.creators.com. Thomas Sowell is a senior
fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 94305. His Web site is
www.tsowell.com.
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