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The Law of Unintended Consequences -- April 13, 2009.  

Several years back, while doing research, the phrase “law of unintended consequences” caught my attention.  Notes were made to someday write about it, and after returning to the subject, I’m hereby admitting it looks like one of those “deep philosophical issues.”  As you read, remember the cliché, “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”


The “law of unintended consequences” is a term that can apply to any number of results that occur as a result of ideas meant to accomplish public good.  The reader should keep in mind as you read this, the underlying premise to the “law of unintended consequences” is this:  it is the result of deliberate actions; BUT, the result was not the intended goal, either by failure to plan or inability to foresee.  Lack of ability to recognize reality is often lacking on the part of planners, whether intentional or unintentional, and sometimes it may just be that a plan contains elements that ultimately end up defeating it.


Examples of unintended consequences are many, so this week, just a few will be covered.


The mortgage foreclosure crisis grew out of what can only now be described as a misguided effort, which ranks up there somewhere as the understatement of the century.  As the country approached a recession and the stock market’s lackluster performance continued, the housing market looked to be stable and reliable, with prices seemingly on that roller coaster to the sky, with no end in sight.  First-time home buyers bought into the hype of ownership, and grossly inflated property values, with lenders all too willing to lend, even when potential buyers had poor or no credit worthiness, unstable or no employment and little or no down payment money.

Enter the lending program that many borrowers lacked the sophistication to understand:  sub-prime interest-only loans at variable introductory “teaser” rates, referred to as adjustable rate mortgages.  As the introductory “teaser” rate periods ended and the rates reset, buyers were hit not only with payments they could not afford, but found they owed more than their homes were worth (upside down as it’s called).


Lenders were less than forthcoming with potential buyers in explaining how the process worked and just what payments would be when the interest rate reset.  It is difficult to find a positive unintended consequence at this time.  Recovery of the economy will most likely mean a return to qualifying for not only mortgage loans, but every other type of loan.  A no brainer from this writer’s common sense point of view.  

Many experts believe our unhealthy forests are now a result of a fire prevention policy that developed over decades.    Remember Smokey the Bear?  Present-day technology means man is so good at preventing forest fires, the natural occurrence that in olden days resulted in a renewed forest as we now see in the Yellowstone National Park, is prevented.    

Many years ago, forests were actually managed by the Forest Service.  Logging was the “tool” used.  Some trees were removed allowing others to remain as healthier trees and able to withstand fire or epidemics such as our present-day pine beetles.  Stands were created of varying-age trees that allowed the Forest Service to deal with an outbreak of beetles by removing trees before the beetles could fly and spread as they have.  The thinned stands of trees then received more light, water and nutrients, enabling them to fight off “bugs.”


Enter the environmentalists who bullied the world into stopping logging, comparing it to “murder of the forests.”  Granted, timber companies deserve plenty of the blame for their destructive operations and disregard of the land.  Consequently, the Forest Service caved to public and political pressure, and began a new policy of “non-management.”  As logging fell out of favor, without logs to saw, saw mills slowly went out of business, with very few left in the here and now.  

From a time of timber companies paying the owner for logs, to now, an owner must pay someone to cut and remove beetle-killed trees.  Seems nature always finds a way to make way for renewal of the forest – in this case, man has become adept at preventing the old way of renewal, fires, so nature kills by way of the beetle. 
Wetlands throughout the United States are under siege despite the purpose they serve – recharge of groundwater, serving as nature’s filter removing various contaminants such as pesticides, heavy metal, disease-causing bacteria and sediment.
Watersheds, when healthy and functioning, serve to improve water quality, help prevent or reduce flooding, and increase the water supply to name but a few.

As development spreads throughout the country, wetlands are drained and watersheds disrupted or destroyed.  The requirement now in place that when a wetland is disturbed one of equal area must be created evolved from the alarming rate of destruction of wetlands and watersheds.

The unintended consequence here is lack of the very necessity – WATER – to sustain people.  

The gas tax imposed on gasoline is meant to pay, in part, for the nation’s transportation infrastructure.  Last year’s $4.00 per gallon for gasoline was a wake-up to Americans throughout this country.
In August of 2008, the Federal Highway Administration released figures that showed Americans drove 12.2 billion fewer miles in June of 2008 than drivers drove in June of 2007.  

The unintended consequence of less driving is a negative consequence of less dollars being generated by the gasoline tax for highway repairs and construction projects.  The positive consequence is people have rethought their daily living habits, coming up with ways to maintain their quality of living, whether it is by taking public transportation or just being more efficient in how they go about it.  Need it be pointed out, less driving also means less carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.  

Ethanol has to be one of the most flagrant examples, second only to the mortgage foreclosure crisis, to which the law of unintended consequences applies.  The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) analyzed the use of ethanol and the impact the corn-based product has had on everyday life in America,

It seems downright incredible to this writer that back in the research and  development stage of ethanol, no thought was given to taking such a product as corn, an ingredient used in so many foods, to become the base product of a fuel to be used on the scale ethanol was planned for.  Corn uses the most water of any of the other crops grown for producing ethanol, a significant consideration here in the west.
The unintended consequences are numerous, but the report points out, the most damming consequence is this:  The goal of replacing gasoline with ethanol as a fuel was to cut greenhouse gas emissions.  As the demand for corn grew, clearing of cropland and forests contribute so much in greenhouse gas emissions that it offsets ethanol’s greenhouse gas reductions!  

The CBO estimated that approximately 25% of the corn grown in the United States ends up being used to produce ethanol.  According to the report, increased corn prices were the primary factor for higher animal feed and ingredient costs for food manufacturers, ranchers and farmers.  

Another staggering statistic from the report is that government programs for the needy (food stamps and child nutrition) face an increase of $900 million due to the increased demand of corn for use in manufacturing ethanol.

At some point, with increased corn crop production, the supply may eventually lower foods prices under the operation of supply and demand, but even that may be negated as the need increases for a replacement ingredient for the many foods that customarily use corn.    
“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger?”  In 1918, the most lethal flu epidemic in history killed more than 50 million people worldwide.  A study was conducted by the University of Medicines and Dentistry in New Jersey wherein people between the ages of 92 and 102 exposed to the 1918 flu were tested and found to still have antibodies to fight the old flu strain, the “longest that specific disease-fighting cells have lasted in people.”
Those same researchers were quick to point out, “the 1918 strain of flu has mutated out of its deadly form,” but the research “confirms theories that our immune system has a steel-trap memory.”

The study also showed that “antibodies do not just survive; they have mutated tremendously and now bind tighter to disease cells than other antibodies, making them more potent.”

While the 1918 pandemic flu was not intentional, the unintended consequence may mean potencies of vaccines can be boosted to use against new bird-flu strains that have the potential of becoming epidemics.  
Mark Twain once said:  “The rule is perfect, in all maters of opinion, our adversaries are insane.”
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