Why Can’t the U.S. Learn From Other Countries?

by Rene A. Henry

I just returned from a six-week trip with stops in Canada, Asia, Indonesia, Europe and the United Kingdom.  Members of Congress and those in the Bush administration in Washington could learn much from some of the places I visited. 
It was very discouraging to read editorials and commentaries and see the political cartoons in newspapers and magazines and listen to television commentators continually criticize the U.S. for our diplomatic and foreign policy and being in Iraq.  Gary Trudeau’s “Doonesbury” comic strip is widely published throughout the world and sends a message letting others know how the American public feels about what is happening.  
The United States has lost many of our former allies and we have very few friends left in the world that we can count on.  
President Bush’s key policy strategist, Karl Rove, needs to have his staff monitor and read many of the publications I read and review the transcripts of many of the international news telecasts I saw, and then act accordingly.

It is impressive arriving at Hong Kong’s new international airport and seeing the construction and high speed rail to downtown.  While our infrastructure is deteriorating and in need of replacement, Hong Kong is spending money on new bridges, tunnels, roads and highways and rapid public transit.  

Singapore guarantees every citizen a place to live and home ownership is extremely high.  New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg recently proposed a charge for vehicles driving into lower Manhattan to get people to use public transportation and speed up the flow of traffic.  Trucks would not be charged for evening and weekend deliveries.  Singapore and London have had similar charges for years. 
Singapore also has committed financial resources to health care, education and its infrastructure.  The country’s retirement system could be an excellent model for any changes made to our social security system and insures all retirees have a livable income.
Singapore is one of the cleanest cities I have seen and the “no littering” and “no spitting” laws are strictly enforced.  Compare enforcement to the cost of cleaning up and disposing of litter in the U.S.

Thailand, which once was known as Siam and which may return to its name again, also is committing resources to its infrastructure and education.
Myanamar, formerly Burma, is one of the poorest countries in the world but rich in resources including natural gas, emeralds, rubies, jade and teak wood.  When driving into Yangon, formerly Rangoon, my guide pointed out the tremendous use of low energy fluorescent lighting and that all public vehicles in the country had been converted to natural gas.  Also, the city has a law prohibiting horn honking that is enforced with a fine.  How very civil!  Can you imagine this law in a major city in the U.S.  It certainly would mean an attitude change for a New York City taxi driver.
Both Thailand and Myanmar are looking into nuclear as a solution for clean energy.  France has used nuclear for years and it now represents nearly 90 percent of the country’s power.  Unlike the U.S., France does not bury radioactive waste, but treats the waste so it no longer is radioactive.  The French have much more to contribute to the U.S. than just wine and cheese!  

Oil-rich Dubai is conserving energy with widespread use of fluorescent lighting and recycled water is used for all public landscaping.  This extravagantly wealthy Emirate is diversifying its economy in anticipation that its oil reserves will not last forever.  Leadership in Washington has yet to admit that there is not an endless supply of oil.

The military dictatorship in Myanmar has a strong ally and development partner in its neighbor China.  The Chinese government helped build new bridges and infrastructure and now is building a natural gas pipeline across the country from China to the Bay of Bengal.  Countries are no longer looking to the U.S. for help.
Visiting the Indian city of Cochin, once occupied by the Portuguese, Dutch and British, no one in this seaport of three million people is homeless and education is required of all children. The literacy rate is above 90 percent.  India is rapidly becoming the world’s fourth largest economy and soon will pass Japan.
The once world dominated influence and leadership of the U.S. is now only history.  The U.S. dollar is weak against all other currencies and makes overseas travel expensive for Americans. Unless Congress and our administration take action to made changes soon and stop wasting our financial resources by trying to politically change the rest of the world, our future generations will be scrambling to have the U.S. continue its role as a world power.
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