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Earmarks in the Ears of the Beholder

I received a group e-mail last evening from the President of the American College of Preventive Medicine.  The message calls on me, and other College members, to urge our representatives in Congress to support legislation that would allocate $43 million to preventive medicine training.

Now, in fact, I can think of few worthier causes than preventive medicine, a discipline dedicated entirely to the methods and means, programs and policies that obviate a great deal of avoidable human misery.  We do, indeed, need more support for the training programs that generate the experts who can help advance this compelling mission.  And I am an active and ardent member of the College.  Yet, I am ambivalent about calling my members of Congress to ask for this money.

Some weeks ago, my friend and colleague at Yale University, Dr. Dorothy Singer, an esteemed expert in the psychology and just plain well-being of children, asked me to lend my voice (for whatever it’s worth), and this column, to the defense of The Commission on Children at the Cutting Edge.  This Commission, created with legislation in 1985, identifies and helps to implement public policies in the best interest of Connecticut’s children, particularly, as the name suggests, those living on the edge of destitution.  The Commission, with a proud record of achievement (see http://www.cga.ct.gov/coc/PDFs/about/cutting_edge_0209.pdf) runs at a meager cost of about $1.30 per year per child served.  It is vulnerable to the current spate of budget cuts, and so it, too, needs advocacy- in this case, to the Connecticut state legislators- if it is to survive.
And yet I have thus far failed Dr. Singer, as I am likely to fail my colleagues in the American College of Preventive Medicine. I regret it- so among other things, this is a very public apology.  But my lapse is not negligence.  Partly, there have been other timely topics to cover- such as pandemic flu.  But partly, I was concerned about the cost of the part to the whole.

In Connecticut, where this particular program for children is a relevant consideration, as in every other state and the nation at large, budget cuts must be made to deal with the current economic reality.  Any program not trimmed means another will be, and that much more drastically- or taxes will have to go up to pay for everything.  

What I can’t know in response to Dr. Singer’s request, or the call for more funding for Preventive Medicine training, is this: if more funds are allocated to these highly deserving efforts, what programs will be eliminated to compensate?  What would the trade-offs be?

This is a concern generalizable to the whole concept of earmarks, the banner unfurled amidst the high drama of last year’s Presidential campaign to showcase Congressional largesse. Earmarks are the sort of thing everybody loves to hate.  But hot rhetoric and well cooked propaganda generate a lot of smoke, even if there isn’t much fire.

One man’s earmark is another woman’s very worthwhile crusade.  Earmarks are, fundamentally, line-item additions to legislation about something very specific.  

The earmarks we consider earmarks are the things other people care about and we don’t.  If it’s a program that matters to us, it’s no earmark- it’s a cause.  And most of us would be happy to share an ear full about why.


As a public health practitioner with interest and expertise in chronic disease prevention, any program addressing the nation’s crises of obesity and diabetes, poor diet or lack of physical activity is a worthy contender for funding in my book.  And that’s true even when the program is active only locally, since public health espouses a “think globally, act locally” philosophy.

But I certainly understand that what’s local for me is far away and unimportant to someone else. I rather doubt a member of Congress in Idaho will fight for any program, no matter how laudable, here in CT.  Nor should we expect a Senator in Nebraska to ignore a worthwhile program there, simply because there is some other program in Idaho- that only serves residents of Idaho- that might, in direct comparison, be the superior program.   In fact, any Senator that fails to fight for the interests of his or her constituents is unlikely to remain a Senator long!

Ideally, someone would weigh each part against the sum, and figure out how best to put the puzzle together.  What array of programs relevant to public health, for instance, would produce the greatest net improvement in health for the greatest proportion of the public?  No one is doing this job, and it’s not even clear just how anyone could.  Consider the daunting task of judging every conceivable combination of programs across all states to define the combination that is the most productive, and most cost-effective?  


In the absence of that Herculean and perhaps unfeasible task, what we are left with is advocacy: people fighting for programs they believe in.  The elimination of earmarks altogether would surely throw out the baby with the bathwater- the most deserving of programs might be cast aside.  But allow earmarks, and there is no guarantee that everyone will like everyone else’s program, and a good chance they won’t.  Which will leave us all with plenty to gripe about.

Earmarks have evolved into symbols of government run amok.  To suggest that there may be something redeeming about them is tantamount to noting that the Emperor’s epidermis is showing.   In light of the well-intentioned requests of my colleagues, I’ll take the risk.


Don’t we want our friends, senators, and representatives to lend us their ears when we come before them with the causes that incite our passions?  When they successfully defend such causes in the rough and tumble of Congressional budgeting, aren’t they doing what they were sent there to do?  The only alternative to the perfidious earmark is, it seems, for our members of Congress to turn deaf ears to our entreaties.

In my own efforts, I will try to balance the parts against the sum, advocacy against the risk of making some program the tale that wags the dog.  Maybe the best hope for the best array of earmarks is for every issue to get a fair hearing.  
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