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OPINION

Stimulus package
proves to be an act
of social solidarity
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T he Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief and Economic 
Security Act (CARES 

Act), tipping the budgetary 
scales at a potential cost 
of $2.2 trillion — which 
is a tenth of national 
output — is many things.

The CARES ACT is a 
source of cash relief to 
households, the unem-
ployed and hospitals; it's 
funding for private-sector 
loans from the Federal 
Reserve and Small Busi-
ness Administration; it's 
a lifeline for airlines and 
other strategic industries.

Fundamentally, though, 
it's a colossal act of social 
solidarity, a massive, 
across-the-board com-
mitment of the nation's 
wealth, premised, as 
its acronym implies, on 
the idea that everyone 
needs help in a crisis for 
which no one is at fault.

This is an extraordinary, 
potentially precedent-
setting, moment in the 
history of a country where 
social solidarity has not 
always been the norm. 
But what kind of prec-
edent, specifically?

There are admirable 
reasons for the United 
States' comparative lack of 
social solidarity — a tradi-
tional ethos of individual 
freedom and entrepreneur-
ship — and not-so-admi-
rable ones, such as white 
supremacy, racism and 
other forms of discrimina-
tion. What's undeniable, 
though, is that our social 
insurance and economic 
stabilization mechanisms 
have been generally less 
developed than those of 
Europe, where nations' 
relative ethnic homoge-
neity, among other fac-
tors, fostered solidarity.

Our safety net today, a 
hodgepodge of programs 
for which people qualify 
based on membership 
in a particular category 
— veterans, the elderly, 
poor children and so on — 
reflects the episodic nature 
of its construction. A deep-
seated American concept 
is that people "deserve" 
benefits based not on 
membership in society per 
se, but because they have 
in some sense "earned" 
or "qualified" for them.

Moral hazard, the idea 
that insuring people makes 
them more likely to engage 
in risky or unproductive 
behavior, has been repeat-
edly invoked — sometimes 
honestly, sometimes 
hypocritically — to limit 
the social safety net. 

The Cares Act, then, is 
doubly new: It dramatically 
expands the domestic role 
of government without the 
justification of war, and it 

does so with relatively little 
concern for moral hazard.

The bill passed with-
out a single recorded 
"no" vote, as Republicans 
and Democrats across 
the ideological spectrum 
realistically embraced the 
idea that some risks are 
so catastrophic, so hard 
to foresee and so threat-
ening to the nation as a 
whole, that they must be 
addressed collectively.

For Democrats, the 
ideological concession that 
the private sector, includ-
ing big business, should be 
helped, not punished, is 
non-trivial. It pales in com-
parison, however, with the 
retreat by Republicans, who 
were forced to acknowl-
edge, openly, that there 
are certain circumstances 
in which free-market 
principles do not apply.

This tentative consensus 
is now a matter of record 
and could be the begin-
ning of a new and distinctly 
American kind of social 
solidarity, based not on 
the ethnic character of 
the state, as in Europe, or 
on various forms of cat-
egorical eligibility, as in the 
current U.S. safety net.

Rather, the criterion 
would be the common 
humanity of a diverse 
nation, whose citizens are 
all susceptible to the slings 
and arrows of outrageous 
fortune — including, but 
not limited to, pandemic 
viruses. When normal-
ity returns, we need to 
focus more resources on 
difficult-to-insure risks 
that all people face, through 
no fault of their own — old 
age, illness, unemploy-
ment, natural disaster.

Meanwhile, we could 
focus fewer government 
resources on protect-
ing private companies 
and individuals against 
risks that they assume 
voluntarily, and can learn 
how to manage if they 
don't already know. That 
could mean, for example, 
reducing agribusiness 
subsidies and streamlin-
ing the panoply of federal 
tax breaks and financial 
backing for the single-
family home industry.

One reason the Coro-
navirus Aid, Relief and 
Economic Security Act 
requires the United States 
to borrow so much while 
devising new programs on 
the fly is that it has hereto-
fore done such a poor job 
of defining government's 
essential and nonessential 
functions, wasting billions 
on the latter while neglect-
ing the former. The bill will 
have been worth its price, 
however, if its spirit of 
realistic solidarity proves 
both lasting and clarifying.

Charles Lane is an edito-
rial writer and columnist 
with the Washington Post 
and specializes in eco-
nomic and fiscal policy. 
Reach him at charles.
lane@washpost.com.

E veryone counts, so we 
all need to be counted.

The Constitu-
tion mandates a U.S. Cen-
sus — that is, counting the 
entire population — every 10 
years. Its purpose is to col-
lect demographic informa-
tion about everyone living 
in the United States. It tells 
us who we are and where 
we are going as a nation.

Yet many of us remain 
confused. Why is the census 
important, and what is our 
responsibility? The census 
informs for the purpose of bil-
lions of dollars of federal fund-
ing annually. This funding 
impacts housing, education, 
transportation, employment, 
health care and public policy.

The $675 billion distributed 
annually to state, local and 
tribal governments is based 
on census numbers. Accord-
ing to www.census.nc.gov, 
North Carolina receives about 
$16 billion annually in federal 
funding from census-guided 
programs. A single missed 
person costs the state about 
$16,000 over the decade.

The census also impacts our 
congressional representa-
tion. The 435 seats in the U.S. 
House of Representatives are 
apportioned based on census 
data. This fair apportion-
ment promotes voter confi-
dence in our democracy and 
increases voter participation.

Federal electoral districts 
are adjusted and redrawn 
based on where populations 
have increased or decreased. 
Each decade, some states 
gain seats and some lose.

North Carolina’s popula-
tion has increased by about 
10% in the past decade to 
approximately 10.5 mil-
lion. With a complete count, 

we will probably gain a 
14th seat in the House.

Responding to the census is 
mandatory and a civic duty. 
The questions asked are: 
name, age, gender, number 
in house, phone number, 
own/rent and race/ethnicity. 
Race and ethnicity informa-
tion helps federal agencies 
monitor compliance with 
anti-discrimination regula-
tions. There is no census 
citizenship question.

Completing the census 
takes a few minutes and 
may be done online anytime 
at www.2020census.gov. 
You may respond by phone 
at 844-330-2020 or 844-
468-2020 (Spanish) or by 
paper questionnaire. Forms 
are available in 12 languages 
with support in 59 languages 
including American Sign Lan-
guage, Braille and large print.

The 2020 census officially 
began in March, with more 
than 18 million households 
already responding. Accord-
ing to Chuck Megown, part-
nership specialist with the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s N.C. 
Field Division, in 2010, North 
Carolina ranked 16th with 
a census completion rate of 
74%. Our 2020 goal is 80% 
completion, and Hender-
son County, at over 30% on 
March 28, is one of the top 
responding counties to date.

Like many N.C. counties, 
Henderson has organized a 
Complete Count Committee. 
Jacob Compher, planner at 
the HC Planning Department, 
says the goal is to count every 
member of our population so 
that the county receives the 
funding and representation 
our community deserves. 

By using trusted com-
munity voices, the commit-
tee hopes to interact with 
hard-to-count populations 
like immigrants and people 
experiencing homelessness.

Along with most Hen-
derson County offices and 
county/municipal elected 
officials, the commit-
tee has collaborated with 

Interfaith Assistance Minis-
try, Hendersonville Housing 
Authority, Hendersonville 
Rescue Mission, El Centro, 
Agri-Business Development, 
United Way, Thrive and the 
League of Women Voters.

Many people fear sharing 
information with a govern-
ment agency, but federal 
law protects all individual 
responses. Information can 
only be released in a statistical 
nature that keeps individual 
data confidential. Responses 
cannot be shared with law 
enforcement, the IRS, courts 
or any individual for 72 years.

So what does the census 
have to do with the LWV? 
Founded to secure the vote 
for women, the league con-
sistently works to promote 
the values and processes of 
our democratic government.

The league strives to ensure 
an accountable, representa-
tive and responsive govern-
ment at every level, and so its 
members have long worked 
to encourage complete par-
ticipation in the census. It 
is one of the many ways the 
league “empowers voters 
and defends democracy.”

Facing this pandemic, we 
have all learned that accurate 
data is vital. Census infor-
mation will determine the 
resources and representa-
tion we will receive for the 
next decade. If you haven’t 
already, please complete 
the census and then spread 
the word by phone or social 
media about how crucial it is.

Completing the census 
allows us all to participate in 
planning for our future and 
preserving our democracy.

Rachel Poller is president of 
the LWVHC, which is com-
mitted to nonpartisan, civil 
discourse on public issues. This 
monthly column is designed 
to introduce your local LWV 
to the community. To learn 
more about LWVHC, please 
visit www.lwvhcnc.org and 
www.facebook.com/LWV/
HendersonCountyNC/.

LWV believes that everyone counts

F ashionably woke 
anti-plastic regula-
tions begin with 

environmental activists 
telling consumers and law-
makers that disposables are 
an environmental crisis. 
On the surface, it sounds 
pretty sensible.

Most people get the move-
ment toward reusable bags 
and efforts to discourage 
or forbid the use of dis-
posable plastic. It doesn't 
take a member of Green-
peace to go along with it.

Yet, the coronavirus pan-
demic teaches a lot we never 
knew. Mostly, we have 
learned details about the 
transmission of germs. As 
it turns out, reusable bags 
are notorious sanctuar-
ies for viruses and bacteria. 
By using them, we threaten 

the health of retail clerks.
A 2018 article in the Jour-

nal of Environmental Health 
explains how a virus intro-
duced to reusable bags found 
its way onto "the hands of the 
shoppers and checkout clerks, 
as well as on many surfaces 
touched by the shoppers, 
including packaged food, 
unpackaged produce, shop-
ping carts, checkout coun-
ters, and the touch screens 
used to pay for groceries."

We don't need another pan-
demic. By banning disposable 
straws and bags, we necessi-
tate reusable straws and bags. 
In doing so, we promote the 
spread of illnesses. Bag and 
straw bans and fees should 
be summarily rescinded in 
the midst of this virus.

In doing so, we can take 
comfort in a recent study 

that found bag regulations 
do little to save the planet 
from plastic waste. A study 
by the University of Sydney 
Australia found consumers 
reuse disposable bags as trash 
can liners and for other pur-
poses. Bag regulations shift 
consumers to buying heavier 
plastic bags and eliminate 
reuse "in a way that avoided 
the manufacture and pur-
chase of another plastic bag."

Nearly everyone meant 
well in trying to end the use 
of disposable plastic bags, 
straws, stirrers and contain-
ers. The pandemic forces us 
to scrutinize our actions for 
the sake of human survival.

It's time to ban plas-
tic bans to reduce the 
spread of disease.

The Colorado Springs Gazette
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Drop plastic bag bans during pandemic

Rachel Poller

Charles Lane


