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Risk Management:
The Nationhood Under Fire

By Michael Byrne

When a  company t r ies  to  look  in to  the  fu ture  and
make some educated guesses  about  where i t  wi l l  be  and
w h a t  f o r c e s  w i l l  h u r t  o r  h i n d e r  i t  w e  c a l l  i t  " r i s k
a s s e s s m e n t . "   T h e  k i n d s  o f  p r o g r a m s  t h e  c o m p a n y
under takes  on  the  bas i s  o f  th i s  assessment  a re  ca l led
" r i s k  m a n a g e m e n t . "   G o v e r n m e n t s  o u g h t  t o  d o  t h e
same.   Responsible  governments  actual ly  do,  but  pol i -
t i c i a n s ,  w e l l  t h e y ’ r e  n o t  s o  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  l o n g  t e r m
strategies  (unless  i t  has  to  do with re-elect ion) .

T h e  f o u n d i n g  f a t h e r s  d i d  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  r i s k
assessment .   They t r ied to  design a  governmental  sys-
t em which  took  in to  accoun t  wha t  they  fe l t  were  the
greatest  forces  that  should be guarded against  when
maintaining a  f ree  and open society.   They were qui te
famil iar  with the opposi te  of  that  because they had just
r i sked  the i r  l ives  to  th row of f  an  oppress ive  govern-
ment .   The principle  they held dearest  was the con-
cept  of  representative government .

T h e  v e h i c l e  t h e y  c h o s e  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  w a s  t h e
fair  and honest  e lect ion .    Two things have happened
in the las t  few days that  cause me to  wonder  how much
longer  we wil l  be enjoying the fair  and honest  e lect ion
p r o c e s s .   T h e  f i r s t  w a s  t h e  k n e e - j e r k  r e a c t i o n  I  a m
hearing and reading about  suggest ing that  one way out
o f  t h e  s t a t e  o f  W i s c o n s i n ’ s  b u d g e t  d i l e m m a  ( r e a d
overspending di lemma )  i s  to  consol idate  services  and
s t r e a m l i n e  g o v e r n m e n t  b y  b o u n d a r y  m o d i f i c a t i o n .
Tha t ’ s  my  new te rm fo r  the  r i sky  p rac t i ce  sugges ted
recent ly  in  the Capital  Times  where they featured lob-
byis ts  for  the el iminat ion of  town government .

T h e  s e c o n d  w a s  t h e  a l m o s t  t o o - s c a r y - t o -
contemplate  la te  n ight  assau l t  on  the  f i r s t  amend-
ment by the United States  House of  Representatives ,
w h i c h  p a s s e d  t h e  S h a y s - M e e h a n  B i l l .   T h a t  b i l l ,
u n d e r  t h e  g u i s e  o f  " p r o t e c t i n g  t h e  p e o p l e  f r o m  e v i l
se l f - in teres ts ,"  i f  s igned by the  Pres ident ,  wi l l  be  the
greatest  assault  on free speech s ince men referred to
a b o v e  r e l e a s e d  t h e i r  f i r s t  d o c u m e n t s  a t  I n d e p e n -
dence Hall  in Philadelphia.

The  f i r s t  th rea t  o f  conso l idated  government  wi l l
destroy the  purest  form of  democracy we have,  the
local  board accountable to your neighborhoods.   The
people  who s i t  on those boards have to  t ry  their  hard-
e s t  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e i r  s u r r o u n d i n g  n e i g h b o r s  o r  t h e y  

wi l l  eventual ly  be  voted  out  of  of f ice .   You can st i l l
go to your town’s board meetings,  look these people
in  the  eye ,  s ta te  your  case ,  and  expect  a  response .
How long do you think the populat ion could do this  i f
the representat ive board were,  say,  s i t t ing in  judgement
responsible  to  thousands i f  not  hundreds of  thousands
of  c i t izens?   How long do you think there  would be a
feel ing by a  few hundred people  20 or  30 miles  away
from 50,000 people  that  they were fair ly  represented?!

In the second instance,  we have become a society,
l i k e  i t  o r  n o t ,  c o m p l e t e l y  d e p e n d e n t  o n  o u r  m e d i a
sources  for  news of  what  our  government  is  doing.   I f
the media  out le t  (and you pick whatever  one you l ike)
d e c i d e s  w h a t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  p o i n t  o u t  a b o u t  t h i s  o r
that  government  off ic ia l ,  and al l  other  par t ies  who may
disagree  wi th  tha t  v iewpoin t  a re  shu t  ou t  o f  the  p ro -
c e s s ,  a  v e r y  d a n g e r o u s  s i t u a t i o n  c a n  d e v e l o p .   H o w
long  do  you  th ink  any  o f  t he  wor ld ’ s  mos t  i n f amous
dictators   would have s tayed in  power had their  act ivi-
t ies  been exposed ear ly  in  their  pol i t ical  careers?

You as a ci t izen,  unl ike the town board s i tuation,
don’t  have much hope of  actual ly  gett ing a chance to
s i t  in  front  of  your federal  government  representa-
t ive  very  o f ten .   When you  do ,  i t  may  be  a  rushed
appointment or a crowded l istening session.   But you
can  form up  ranks  w i th  hundreds  or  thousands  o f
other people who feel  the way you do and place your
issue  squarely  in  front  of  everyone ( inc luding your
e l e c t e d  f e d e r a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e )  a n d  e n j o y  t h e
s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  k n o w i n g  t h a t  y o u r  v i e w p o i n t  w a s
exposed .   I f  Shays -Meehan  becomes  l aw ,  tha t  may
not be the case.

Thi s  i s  an  exce l l en t  oppor tun i ty  fo r  some  wide ly
divergent  groups to  agree upon something.   Suppose a
part icular  pol i t ic ian,  while  in  off ice ,  has  taken the l ib-
er ty  of  quiet ly  forming al l iances  with a  very unethical
company and is  turning a  bl ind eye to  some sor t  of  pol-
lut ion.   Sorry,  environmental is ts ,  you may not  be able
to  buy  a i r t ime c lose  to  the  e lec t ion  to  poin t  th i s  out .
On the  o ther  hand ,  perhaps  you  fee l  tha t  a  par t i cu la r
po l i t i c ian  has  been  espous ing  some soc ia l i s t  p rogram
and  you  don’ t  f ee l  l ike  pay ing  fo r  i t  wi th  your  t axes
because  you  have  in fo rma t ion  the  money  i s  no t  on ly
misspent  but  possibly even s iphoned off .   Once again,
you  may  be  shu t  ou t  o f  the  oppor tun i ty  to  b r ing  th i s
matter  to  publ ic  a t tent ion ahead of  the elect ion.

This whole bi l l  amounts to  "the incumbent’s  pro-
t e c t i o n  a c t . "   I t  i s  w h o l l y  u n d e m o c r a t i c .   I t  w i l l
require  a  very st i f f  spine and some very principled
decis ion making on the part  of  the  executive to veto
it .   Whether he does wil l  speak volumes about who is
running the country.   


