Election Assessment, 2012
By Phil Roberts
Before his inauguration in 1933, Franklin Roosevelt asked a family friend, reporter Lorena Hickok, to survey the west and report back to him about economic conditions as she viewed them on the ground. She told the President that the economy was bad in South Dakota and Nebraska, but it was even worse in Wyoming. The difference, she wrote, was that people in South Dakota and Nebraska recognize it is bad. But in Wyoming, the economy has been bad for so long ---more than a decade at that point--that Wyomingites accept the condition, believing it never can change.

The results of this (2012) general election reflect some of those anxieties, assumptions and fears about the future that Hickok found here 80 years ago. While most Americans in 2012 voted with the expectation of better times ahead, it was clear early on that it wasn't going to be that kind of election in Wyoming.

In my view, the majority of Wyomingites voted this time out of fear. I wish I could say that the fear was irrational. Some of it was, but some of it was very real. 

First, the irrational part.  Wyomingites, going into the election, were frightened about changes that will come to health care in Wyoming when Obamacare is enacted. Republicans told voters that healthcare is either so good in this state that it can't get any better or that it is bad, but with Obamacare, it would get even worse. 

Wyoming voters know there are doctor shortages in many small towns and pressures continue to mount on medical delivery as our population ages, but they still believe that change only can make it worse. The state leaks out billions annually to health care providers in our neighboring states and that amount will continue to grow year by year. Wyoming voters know this is occurring, but whatever the proposals for improvement, won't any kind of change inevitably make it even worse--and cost more besides?

For decades, due to the energy economy and Wyoming's relative isolation from job shipments overseas, residents still believe that we have both to tighten our grasp on the mono-industry of natural resources development or, depending on one's viewpoint, allow it to keep its hands around our neck. Like the cowboys of old, we're told, "we ride for the brand"--regardless of how much "the brand" tries to exploit our labor and diminish our wages.  When it comes to big business, loyalty is one way--and, out of fear that we'll not be "riding for the brand," we won't contest that fact.

Warning signs, including the superstorm Sandy, suggest that our carbon-reliant economy can't be sustained for much longer. Wyomingites have the chance now to accede to the inevitabilities and nimbly diversify the economy to get ahead of what will come. Instead, voters were prepared to be wooed by the platitudes of the party in power who kept reminding them that if the rest of the country (and world) act to make changes based on such "unproven" evidence, economic conditions here likely will get even worse.  Like King Canute, our members of Congress have to stand in front of the tide and wish it to stop. 

Significant economic displacement is inevitable when it comes to decreasing American reliance on fossil fuels. But it isn't going to be any easier to change once the next bust comes.  

In Wyoming, we have lived through a dozen booms and an equal number of busts, most of them due to reliance on exploiting our natural resources. Unless we diversify--and quickly--this next bust might not be so inevitably be followed by a boom. This is truly a rational fear, but the solution isn't to try to will the future away.

During my travels around the state in June and July when I was considering an independent run for the U. S. Senate, I kept encountering people fearing for the future. No amount of convincing would prove to them that many of those fears were irrational--that many changes actually could make their lives better and make it easier to live in our beloved state. Not all change will be bad, I'd say, but fear and false assumptions already were firmly in control. 

And when I'd start talking about preparing for an end to the carbon age--that we don't have to continue down our same mineral-reliant path--I could see in all eyes the resolute refusal to believe it ever could happen. In fact, a common response to my optimism that we can have it better in Wyoming, I'd often get the non-response that one has to be tough to live in Wyoming. "If you don't like it, go somewhere else where people have greater expectations of what a government and society ought to provide its citizens."  "We don't have anything now, but to change that will cost the state money." Those elusive "future generations" might get cheated out of something if we try to make economic conditions better for people of today, but as for the natural environment, "what the hell do we owe to those future generations anyway?"

And, so Wyoming voters dutifully marched to the polls, resoundingly voting to protect by constitutionally amendment what never was under assault (the hunting/fishing amendment) and acceding to the proposition that we don't want health care to be better for all our people. The majority voted in favor of candidates who promised us only that, as bad as it is, it can't get any better.  In fact, were it not for their holding firm and obstructing change, it only can get worse. 

I hoped--irrationally--that by November, attitudes might change. But I concluded in late July (with the help of a poll or two) that no manner of convincing could overcome campaigns of fear. Nonetheless, I sat on the couch election night, hoping irrationally, for the big miracle that Wyomingites would have seen through the GOP ruse. Unfortunately, the my realistic assessment prevailed again..









--Phil Roberts, 7 Nov 2012

