Lunch and Lecture with Ralph Nader

Green presidential candidate Ralph Nader was in Philadelphia on Wednesday,
March 8 for lunch with a number of land value taxation advocates at the
tamous White Dog Cafe on Sansom Street near the University of Pennsylvania.
Attending the luncheon gathening, which raised 51000 for Nader’s presidential
campaign chest, were Melae Douty, Richard Biddle, Joan Sage, Bradley Keach
and Herb Lubowitz, all members of the Philadelphia based Henry George School
of Social Science, Jake Himmelstein, Treasurer of the Council of Georgist Organi-
zations, Paul Johnson, former Board President of the Henry George School of
Northern California, Rebecca Hicks, editor of Green Revolution, a publication of
the School of Living, Anne Goeke, Green Party leader and activist from Lancaster,
Ted Gwartney, Director of the New York City based Robert Schalkenbach Foun-
dation, and Alanna Hartzok, United Nations NGO Representative, International
Union for Land Value Taxation, who ad worked with Green Party organizer Dan
Kinney to make arrangements for the gathening.

Nader, already familiar with basic ideas of Henry George, requested and was
gven a boef update on the movement for land value taxation. He grate-
fully received an information packet containing Alan Duming's book Tax Shiff and
other relevant matenal When shown The New Ewnomics of Sustainable Develgp-
ment, James Robertson’s latest book (published by the European Commission) that
makes the case for eco-tax reform, land value taxation and citizen dividends, he
requested and recerved this as well.

Stating that there is a huge problem with media access for third party candi-
dates, Nader realizes that a major obstacle to getting lus campaion 1ssues out to the
broad public is that not enough time is given for depth consideration of issues. He
was looking to us for sound bites to get our message across and was given several
suggestions such as “tax waste, not work” and “tax bads, not goods.” The Nader
campaign will be approaching a dozen major cvic groups to invite them to co-host
a debate that the media would want to cover.

Very articulate about the problem of wealth maldistnbution and how our democracy
has been compromused and undemmined by the concentration of economic power, Nader
1s clearly lookine for powerful sohions to add to Ius arsenal of proposals for change. He
very rmuich likes the Tobin Tax, a proposed tax on global finandial exchanges of 1% or less
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which would raise billions of dollars from currency exchange and speculation. The impact
that our discussion made on him was immediately apparent, as he proposed that there be
public debates about the ments of land value taxation and the economcs of Henry George
m ls talk to several hundred students and Green Party members n the Stemnbero-Dietnch
Hall at the Wharton School immediately tollowing our inch with him.

Nader 1s mnning a serous campaign for President under the Green Party
ticket, intent on winning 5% of the vote, which would give several millions of dol-
lars of funding for Green Party efforts. He is running “To escalate people’s expec-
tations of what 1s possible,” stating that there are “huge capabiliies being ob-
structed by the concentration of power.”

When asked about taking votes away from Democrats, Nader responds with a
question, “‘Are you satisfied with the Democratsr™ He reports getting four Repub-
lican votes for every six Democratic votes m Califormia for his previous mn for
President to show that there 1s definitely room for a third party force that can cross
both major party lines of the “duopoly.”

He says “they have you hostage if you do not particularly like the Democrats
but accept them as the least bad choice. Most of you are taxpayers, consumers,
workers and voters. Do you want more power for all those rolesr™

Nader views our government as rule by the few, with the entrenchment of
power and wealth defeating the advance of democracy. He states that Thomas
Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Teddy Roosevelt all wamed of the excesses of
monied mterests.

“These are booming times according to GDP and executive stock, and news
reports that things could not be better, but there 1s a huge disconnect between this
and the majonty of people,” says Nader. “Anyone who controls the yardstick con-
trols the agenda.”

He pomts out that with the nine tullion dollar plus GDP there is massive con-
sumer debt and the US has 20 percent child poverty, the highest of any Western
nation. The majority of workers are making less today when adjusted for inflation
then mn 1979. More and more family members are trying to eek out a middle class
Iiving, spending 163 hours more a year working for less than 20 years ago. Fifty
mullion Amencans try to make ends meet on less than 510 an hour. Bill Gates
wealth equals that of 120 mullion Amencans, while vast numbers of Amencans are
broke with no net wealth at all or deeply in debt. Public works, transportation,
schools, dunking water quality and other mfrastructure 1s crumbling while stadms
and arenas are being built for the ennchment of a few, like the Roman stadmms of

past ages.
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Here are other themes that Nader touched on:

e We now have a plutocracy - mle by the nich and powertul, where dec-
sions are made by the few not the many.

¢  Industues use government funds - corporate socialism produces a
corporate state.

o  Govemment policy entrenches fossil fuel and nuclear, not clean technol-
ogy.

e  Corporations need to intemalize their costs instead of tuming our air
and water into sewers.

o The military budget is twisted into a grotesque excess.

e The National Secuuity state vendors take $80 billion to defend prosperous
countues. Funds for F20 fighters and B2 bombers are more than com-

bined federal budgets allocated for social needs.

Nader asks of the American people, “Do you really want this?”” He told the story
of Granny D, an 85 year old from New Hampshire who walked 3100 mules across
the country and asked at her news media gathenng at the Adinoton National
Cemetery, “Did those brave men give up their Iives for this?”” refernng to the sorry
state of democracy in America.

“American people have lost their taste for self government,” says Nader. He
says we have been living in a state of increasing demoralization and that 1t 1s time
for another populist progressive movement. We have to move beyond even par-
ticipatory democracy to “initiatory democracy” whete people are not simply fol-
lowing a movement, but they themselves become leaders who are putting forth
and implementing ideas to create a better political and economic system.

Quoting the Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero who said that “Free-
dom 1s participation n power,” Nader is calling for strengthening the roots of a
democratic society. He says:

We can have democracy or concentration of wealth in the hands of the few - not
both. The two major parties are like fossils, they have no grassroots. They raise
huge amounts of money for electronic combat and no longer have storefronts or
any real loyal supporters. It is one corporate party with two heads wearing different
makeup.

Speaking to concems of the students agamst sweatshops movement who helped
organize lus talk at the Wharton School, Nader spoke about the “‘corporatization
of universities.” He suggests that the University of Pennsylvania website list all cor-
porate contibutions so that graduate students working on projects will know 1if
their professor is a corporate consultant.

Nader further urged that research universities should have annual meetings
with their Boards of Trustees - a “meet your rulers day” with all the corporate
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sponsors and trustees on an auditonum stage to answer questions from students
for at least three hours every year.

He urged students to become part of statewide PIRGs (Public Interest Re-
search Groups) noting that New York State has 100 staft and 14 offices. He told us
that in 1976 when 26,000 Penn State students sioned a petition for PIRG funding,
the students lost two to one on the panel, which was two-thirds mndustnal and agn-
business representatives. “They knew that if they allowed PIRG the students
would go after those companues,” he said.

Nader 1s optimustic about the npple affect of the student anti-sweatshop
movement:

They have leamed more about corporate abuse than they ever would i the class-
room and realized their power as students to jomn together and use the libraries,
newspapers, and campus media, all to create a movement without having to go
begging a TV station for 30 seconds in the evening news.

Nader says that the big mjustices in the world are not bemng dealt with in the college
curnicula or n the media, which 1s 90% entertamment and ads. “We are losing con-
trol of our children to hucksters and videos.” He would like to see an end to the
trvialization of the media and urges ctizens to “take control of what we own as a
people” meaning the airwaves and broadcast bands.

He called taxation a “nightmare of inequuty and inefficiency” stating that:

We need a big debate on different kinds of taxation; to talk about how corpora-
tions are freeloading on public services and getting tax breaks while taxes are falling
on workers and smaller businesses. We need to open a debate about land taxation
and Henry George, to tax bad things not good things, and not tax people who go
to work everyday.

Addressing growing concems about the World Trade Organization (WTO) and
IMF and World Bank policies, he advocates trade agreements which do not im-
pinge on consumet, labor and environmental issues or make them vulnerable to
trade restrictions, stating that we need to pull up not pull down standards for trade
agreements. He explains the problem with the WTO by brnging the issues close to
home, asking

What if the state of Georgia had no mmimum wage, no environmental or workers
safety laws, and so could produce cheaper goods and thus control the market,
which is what the WTO wants wordwide. Global markets without global democ-

racy 1s a big problem.

Ralph Nader mtends to ionite a small progressive movement and tum it into a ma-
jor political force. He is drawing the line in the sand for us. Dare we step acrossr



