
My grandmother Hazel 
passed away at the all-too-
young age of 98.

Hazel loved me dearly, and 
never said an unkind word to me. 
Her assessment of the opinions and 
actions of others was more balanced. 
I spent countless hours with Hazel 
on her back porch as she offered her 
observations on the citizens in our 
community.

If you eavesdropped on the 
conversation, you would find Hazel 
holding forth on many of the issues 
that related to our small Arkansas 
town.

Preachers, peddlers and 
politicians were all subject to 
Hazel’s judgments. While Hazel 
wouldn’t mince words, she was a 
warm and welcoming person. She 
loved to have company drop by and 
pass the time of day. Every morning 
before sunrise she started a pot 
of beans and a skillet full of corn 
bread. This wouldn’t be the meal; 
she cooked that later. The beans 
and cornbread provided something 
readily on hand to offer anyone who 
dropped by to visit. It was hard for 

anyone to walk away from Hazel’s 
house hungry.

In many ways, Hazel’s house is a 
good model for civic dialogue.

Everyone deserves a place 
at the table. You don’t need to 
indiscriminately agree with 
everything put forward for 
consideration. Critical analysis is an 
essential part of the conversation. 
But, everyone has a right to voice 
an opinion and to have that opinion 
considered. Regretfully, civic 
dialogue is endangered. If you 
listen to talk radio or TV programs 

devoted to political issues, you know 
that many commentators don’t 
take the time to critically assess 
the views of their opponents; they 
simply interrupt them and shout 
louder. It seems the way to prevail in 
a debate is to prevent the opposing 
side from speaking.

Ernest Hemingway once 
commented of William Faulkner, 
“Poor Faulkner. Does he really think 
big emotions come from big words?”

You could say that today’s 
political commentators believe that 
big ideas come from loud words.

If you review the Internet blogs 
devoted to Northern Utah issues, 
you will find that many of the 
people who post entries in the blogs 
don’t attempt to offer any critical 
assessment of the ideas of others. 
Instead, they question the right of 
those they disagree with to have any 
voice in the conversation.

Peruse the blogs and you will find 
comments stating that individuals 
don’t have a right to voice an opinion 
because they have lived in Ogden 
too long. Others are dismissed 
because they are too old, don’t have 

children living in Ogden, or hold the 
wrong occupation.

One recent comment regarding 
plans for the economic development 
of Ogden forcefully stated that 
it simply takes too much time 
to carefully assess competing 
viewpoints; alternative perspectives 
must be dismissed without 
consideration.

Although I don’t agree with 
this perspective, I do believe the 
sentiment points to a possible 
cause for the general erosion in 
civic dialogue. In order to critically 
assess the ideas of others, you must 
take the time to understand their 
viewpoint and perspective. You must 
take the time to listen. You must 
also take the time to inspect your 
own opinions and open yourself to 
the possibility that your own views 
might benefit from further reflection 
and analysis.

In our contemporary society we 
are increasingly unwilling to take 
the time for important things. It 
would be especially regretful if civic 
dialogue was destined for the same 
fate as the slow-cooked meal, the 

long walk or the handwritten letter.
In his memoir, the Nobel Prize 

winner James Buchanan offered 
this observation on the qualities 
of mind he sought to emulate, “the 
willingness to question anything, and 
anybody, on any subject anytime; 
openness to all ideas; and finally, 
the basic conviction that most ideas 
peddled about are nonsense or 
worse when examined critically.”

Mr. Buchanan would have been 
very comfortable sitting on granny 
Hazel’s back porch and passing 
the time with a long, polite and 
sometimes critical conversation on 
the issues of the day.

Check the blogs for yourself:
Standard Examiner blogs
forums.standard.net/index
Weber County Democrats
weberdemocrats.blogspot.com
Weber County Republicans
wcrgop.blogspot.com
Weber County Forum
wcforum.blogspot.com
Lift Ogden
www.liftogden.com
The Good in Ogden
thegoodinogden.blogspot.com  

Top of Utah needs more civilized, civic conversations

BY BRIAN RIEDL
The Heritage Foundation

Given yesterday’s tax 
deadline, taxpayers 
may be wondering 

just what their hard-earned 
federal tax dollars pay for, 
anyway.

Washington will spend 
$23,760 per household in 
2006 — the highest inflation-
adjusted total since World War 
II, and $6,500 more than in 
2001. The federal government 
will collect $20,044 per 
household in taxes. The 
remaining $3,716 represents 
this year’s budget deficit per 
household, which, along with 
all prior government debt, will 
be dumped in the laps of our 
children.

Here’s a breakdown of how 
Washington will spend that 
$23,760 per household:

Social Security/Medicare: 
$7,875. The 15.3 percent 
payroll tax, split evenly 
between the employer and 
employee, covers most of 
these costs. This system 
can remain sustainable 
only if there are enough 
workers to support all 
retirees, which is why it risks 
collapsing under the weight 
of 77 million retiring baby 
boomers. If nothing is done, 
taxes eventually will need 
to be raised by the current 
equivalent of $11,000 per 
household to pay all promised 
benefits. The unpredictable 
costs of the new Medicare 
drug entitlement could add 
thousands more to each 
household’s tax bill.

Defense: $4,701. The 
defense budget covers 
everything from military 
salaries to operations in 
Iraq and Afghanistan to 
the research, development 
and acquisition of new 
technologies. Lawmakers 
drastically reduced defense 
spending following the 
collapse of communism in 
the early 1990s. The Sept. 11 
attacks reversed this trend, 
and the $1,900 per household 
increase since 2001 has 
returned defense spending to 
its historical levels.

Low-income programs: 
$3,579. Nearly half of this 
spending subsidizes state 

Medicaid programs that 
provide health services to 
poor families. Other low-
income spending includes: 
Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families, food stamps, 
housing subsidies, child-care 
subsidies, Supplemental 
Security Income and low-
income tax credits. Despite 
recent rhetoric about “cuts for 
poor,” anti-poverty spending 
now tops 3 percent of GDP for 
the first time ever.

Interest on the federal 
debt: $1,930. The federal 
government is $8.2 trillion in 
debt. It owes $4.9 trillion to 
public bond owners, and the 
rest to other federal agencies 
(mostly to repay the Social 
Security trust fund, which 
lawmakers raid annually). 
Despite rising debt, record-
low interest rates have limited 
costs. As interest rates rise 
back to normal levels, these 
costs will spike.

Federal employee 
retirement benefits: $870. This 
spending funds the retirement 
and disability benefits of 
federal employees, including 
the military.

Education: $732. Education 
spending is primarily a 
state and local function; 9 
percent of the total comes 
from Washington. Federal 
education spending has 
surged 137 percent since the 
2001 enactment of the No 
Child Left Behind Act. Most 
federal dollars are spent on 
low-income school districts, 
special education and college 

student financial aid.
Health research/regulation: 

$671. This spending is up 78 
percent since 2001, and much 
of this growth is concentrated 
in the National Institute 
of Health. This category 
includes the Food and Drug 
Administration and dozens 
of grant programs for health 
providers.

Veterans’ benefits: $618. 
The federal government 
provides income and health 
benefits to war veterans. 
Spending is up 56 percent 
since 2001.

Community and regional 
development: $456. The $300 
per household leap in this 
category since 2004 comes 
from the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency, which 
is financing much of the 
Hurricane Katrina relief.

Highways/mass transit: 
$402. Most highway and mass-
transit spending is financed 
by the 18.4 cent per-gallon 
federal gas tax. Washington 
subtracts an administrative 
cost and sends this money 
back to the states with 
numerous strings attached. 
Some economists suggest 
it would be more efficient 
to let states collect this tax 
and decide how to spend the 
money themselves.

Justice administration: 
$363. Justice spending 
includes federal attorneys 
and prisons, as well as law-
enforcement grant programs. 
New homeland security costs 
have added $80 per household 

to justice spending.
Unemployment benefits: 

$338. Unemployment costs 
fluctuate based on the number 
of unemployed Americans. 
This year, unemployment 
costs are decreasing as job 
growth continues.

International affairs: 
$305. This includes foreign 
economic and military 
assistance, operation of 
American embassies 
abroad and contributions to 
organizations such as the 
United Nations. International 
spending has doubled since 
Sept. 11.

Natural resources/
environment: $287. This 
includes national parks, 
federal lands, water projects 
and environmental clean-up.

Agriculture: $235. Despite 
rhetoric about supporting 
small family farms, the vast 
majority of farm subsidies 

are distributed to large farms 
with average household 
incomes above $135,000.

The programs listed above 
cover $23,362 per household. 
The remaining $398 is 
allocated to all other federal 
programs, including social 
services, space exploration, 
air transportation and energy.

Taxpayers must decide for 
themselves if they’re getting 

their money’s worth.
Riedl is the Grover M. 

Hermann fellow in federal 
budgetary affairs in the Roe 
Institute for Economic Policy 
Studies at The Heritage 
Foundation. Readers may 
write to the author in care 
of The Heritage Foundation, 
214 Massachusetts Avenue 
NE, Washington, D.C. 20002; 
Web site: www.heritage.org. 

How the politicians in Washington will spend your taxes in 2006
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Local Paper Subscriber Exclaims…

“Don’t Make The Same Crippling Back
Surgery Mistake I Made”
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STATE OF THE UNION By Carl Moore

DOONESBURY                  By Garry Trudeau                

Michael
Vaughan

Commentary

Top of Utah Voices

Michael Vaughan is Weber State University’s 
provost. He accepts e-mail from readers at 
MVAUGHAN@Weber.edu

KeyBank 1
Achieve anything.
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