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WHERE WE ARE 

 

You should have read Chapter 2 by now. 

Please continue to read and work on your first assignment, as per the syllabus. 

 

Polling numbers regarding most important public problems. 

 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx 

 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/147626/Federal-Budget-

Deficit.aspx?utm_source=TRENDS_A_TO_Z&utm_medium=topic&utm_campaign=tiles 

 

 
Source: http://www.gallup.com/poll/181946/americans-name-government-no-

problem.aspx?utm_source=position5&utm_medium=related&utm_campaign=tiles 

 

http://www.gallup.com/poll/1675/most-important-problem.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/147626/Federal-Budget-Deficit.aspx?utm_source=TRENDS_A_TO_Z&utm_medium=topic&utm_campaign=tiles
http://www.gallup.com/poll/147626/Federal-Budget-Deficit.aspx?utm_source=TRENDS_A_TO_Z&utm_medium=topic&utm_campaign=tiles


There are a lot of interesting things not on that list, such as climate change and personal privacy. 

 

Bill Clinton was right. :-)  The economy is a major factor in people’s concerns. 

 

http://www.usdebtclock.org/world-debt-clock.html 

 

 

 
 

(As of 10:42 a.m. January 29, 2018.) 

 

US population growth rates: 

http://www.multpl.com/us-population-growth-rate/table/by-year 

 

US population growth charted: 

http://www.usdebtclock.org/world-debt-clock.html
http://www.multpl.com/us-population-growth-rate/table/by-year


 
 

Source: http://www.multpl.com/united-states-population/ 

 

 

http://www.multpl.com/united-states-population/


 
 

http://www.multpl.com/world-population 

 

The following graphic includes some estimated data, of course. 

 

http://www.multpl.com/world-population


 
Source: 

http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2002/HowManyPeopleHaveEverLivedonEarth.aspx 

 

The Gates equation: 

 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JaF-fq2Zn7I 

 

(I think Mr. Gates made a statement regarding vaccines and population that he did not intend to 

make of is certainly subject to serious misunderstanding.  I think it is clear that he believes that 

vaccines save lives rather than reduce population. He certainly does not mean that vaccines kill 

children. What he may be referring to is that when families in developing nations realize that if 

their children are not likely to die in childhood they may (in time) choose to have fewer children. 

From a systems perspective, his statement may be correct. But the average person does not 

understand things using a long-term systems perspective.) 

 

In the equation, CO2 refers to the amount of what gets into the atmosphere, causes a greenhouse 

effect, and causes rising global temperatures. CO2 is not innately “bad.” Plants NEED CO2 and 

http://www.prb.org/Publications/Articles/2002/HowManyPeopleHaveEverLivedonEarth.aspx


consume it. But as we burn fossil fuels and cut down forests, CO2 concentrations in the 

atmosphere increase. 

 

P stands for global population. 

S stands for services required by people. 

E stands for “energy efficiency.” It is the opposite of waste in the production and distribution of 

services. 

C apparently refers to the Production of CO2 in the process making the energy needed to provide 

needed services, which adds to the amount of CO2 already in the atmosphere. 

 

THE EQUASION IS A LITTLE CONFUSING TO ME. I think what he is saying is that as 

human population continues to increase (dramatically in lesser-developed nations) the more 

forests are depleted and the more fossil fuels are burned, RESULTING in the production of 

additional CO2 that accumulates in the atmosphere and contributes to global warming. 

 

There were (or hopefully are) several ways out of this situation.  

 

 One is to constrain the human population. 

 One is to restore forests and plant more forests. 

 One is to stop burning fossil fuels. 

 One is to find ways to remove CO2 from the atmosphere. 

 Or, some combination of the above. 

 

(That President Obama took actions in calling for reduced greenhouse emissions while giving 

Shell Oil permission to drill for oil in the Artic, is evidence of the strong crosswinds that drive 

public policy.) 

 

“P” is the factor that is probably most politically sensitive. I would suggest to those who believe 

we have some responsibility to bring as many humans as possible into this world that we take A 

LONG TERM VIEW OF THIS and realize that if we “trash” the earth we are going to forfeit the 

opportunity to populate the world in the future. 

 

As the author of our textbook writes, WE MUST TAKE A SYSTEMS VIEW OF THINGS. 

 

Public policy driven by “bumper sticker solutions” and short-sighted thinking tends to 

EXASPERATE PROBLEMS rather than solve them. 

 

The “famous” Rabbits and Wolves (and grass) simulation. 

 

http://www.shodor.org/interactivate/activities/RabbitsAndWolves/ 

 

http://www.shodor.org/interactivate/activities/RabbitsAndWolves/


 
 

 

 

The simulation of rabbits, grass and wolves on the web is a good example of systems thinking 

 

The way COMPLEX SYSTEMS play out is highly dependent upon INITIAL CONDITIONS.  

 

The green squares represent grass. There are little wolf symbols and little rabbit symbols.  

 

Rabbits eat grass and wolves eat rabbits. There are a limited number of outcomes to this 

simulation. 

 

If the wolves starve for lack of rabbits, the rabbits take over, eat all the grass, the rabbits die and 

there is nothing. 

 

If the rabbits die because of too many wolves, we end up with no wolves, no rabbits and a lot of 

grass. 

 

If the system is in a STABLE ATTRACTOR (from chaos theory) the populations of wolves and 

rabbits continue in a dynamic “dance” so long as there is enough grass to sustain the rabbits. 

 

SMALL CHANGES IN INITIAL conditions can produce radically different outcomes in time. 

 

If we can just find the right “levers” it is possible to “steer” complex dynamic systems in their 

evolution. (trim rudders)  

 

There are “tipping points” beyond which desired outcomes become impossible.  

 



Outcomes continually emerge FROM THE INTERACTIONS OF THE PARTS of the system 

rather than being imposed upon the system from above by authority figures. 

 

Sometimes, a technology “fix” becomes available. But when it does it is something of a miracle.  

 

Systems tend to “go haywire” slowly. What we get into slowly we usually must work our way 

out of slowly. 

 

If the Titanic is sinking, POLICY deliberations should not be about rearranging the deck chairs. 

Policy is more likely to be about trying to prevent the damaged ship from sinking. IDEALLY, 

policy should have already been about NOT HITTING AN ICEBERG. 

 

(But often it takes hitting an iceberg before something gets onto the POLICY AGENDA.) 

 

I think a similar computer simulation could be built based on “the Gates equation.” The situation 

every year can be thought of as INITIAL CONDITIONS. Every year we don’t get a handle on 

things, the likelihood that humanity can TURN THE CORNER decreases. 

 

------------ - 

 

From some of the data above, it appears to me that although these is some concern about 

GLOBAL WARMING (climate change), it is the economy that most people identify as a top 

concern. The economy is about providing the services that consume energy to provide needed to 

services to a growing global population. 

 

And then you have global aging in some nations and very high birth rates in other nations. 

 

And we are the “rabbits.” (Or perhaps the wolves, in the simulation.) 

 

But most people don’t think at a systems level.  
 

And politicians don’t get elected or reelected for being systems thinking. Ask Al Gore. 

 

I STRONGLY BELIEVE THAT WHILE PUBLIC POLICY IS DRIVEN BY POLITICS, THAT 

IT SHOULD ALSO BE INFORMED BY SYSTEMS THEORY AND CHAOS THEORY. 

 

Computers allow people to study complex systems in ways that were not possible before, using 

dynamic simulations and visualizations.  

 

(I would argue that many Republican leaders are not systems thinkers or choose not  to be. Al 

Gore was “right on” identifying climate change as an INCONVENIENT TRUTH.  Religious 

thinking may also contribute to fatalism. If we knew there was a large asteroid on course to hit 

the earth, would we argue over whether or not we are the cause of it? Would we reason that 

because we did not cause the asteroid we need not try to do anything about it?) 

 



 
James Watt 

Secretary of Interior during 

Reagan Administration 

 

Source of picture: Wikipedia 

 

 

 

 
“My responsibility is to follow the Scriptures which call upon 
us to occupy the land until Jesus returns. We don't have to 
protect the environment, the Second Coming is at 
hand.” 
 

http://subloviate.blogspot.com/2007/05/bit-more-on-

james-watt-and-alleged_24.html 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_G._Watt 

 

http://www.ntskeptics.org/quotes.htm 

 

 

 

 

 

I would argue that in general elected Democrats (at the national level) are more likely to be 

systems thinkers.  

 

But the whole point is that at the political level POLICY DELIBERATIONS are driven more by 

politics than by reason. I think this is a fundamental flaw in our democratic political system.  

 

Reason is grounded in SCIENCE and in LOGIC.  

 

There is a “no religious test clause” in the Constitution, which means that a person does not have 

to be religious (or have a religious affiliation) to run for office. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Religious_Test_Clause 

 

In fact, many policies are at least in part based on the religious belief systems of elected persons 

and judges. At the present time there are six Catholics and three Jewish people on the Supreme 

Court of the United States. Does this matter? Should this matter? Why might conservative 

Presidents nominate Catholics to become members of the Supreme Court? 

 

----------- - 

There are people who are professional policy analysts. Their work tends to be highly quantitative 

and economic in focus. They may not be VALUE NEUTRAL, but their job is to produce 

objective facts, to the best of their abilities, given UNCERTAINTY in everything.  

 

They are likely to be “used” by sides and by people who want certain outcomes, for whatever 

reasons. 

 

A good advocate for an idea should understand politics (and the institutional motivations of 

elected people) and take into account belief systems (religious and otherwise).  

http://subloviate.blogspot.com/2007/05/bit-more-on-james-watt-and-alleged_24.html
http://subloviate.blogspot.com/2007/05/bit-more-on-james-watt-and-alleged_24.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_G._Watt
http://www.ntskeptics.org/quotes.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_Religious_Test_Clause

