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GETTING A FIX ON THE UNFIXABLE
LAST week, I argued

that our biggest
problems are unfixable .

But calling a problem
unfixable doesn’t mean
we should do nothing
about it — and any
reader who thinks it does
was already looking for
an excuse .

The sane course of ac-
tion when faced with an
unfixable problem is to rebuild it
into something we can realistical-
ly fix. The point of being realistic
is to avoid self-defeating effort,
not to avoid effort altogether.

And just to be clear, I’m not
bummed about everything that’s
under way in Phila delphia.

Center City may be the best
downto wn in North America,
possessing a live-and-work densi-
ty that other places can only
dream of. University City is
emerging as a knowledge
hotspot of global stature.

As these merge into a single
place over the next deca de, unit-
ed rather than divided by the
Schuylkill, greater Center City
may expand from a good
100,000-per son place into a
great 200,000-per son place.

This is the core of the “happ y
half-million” I wrote about last

week. They’re not all
rich, just all in a place
where their prospects
are bright — like a
Boston, Seattle or
Charlotte, N.C., sitting
in the center of Phila-
delphia.

But the city as a
whole, which includes
another million or so
residents, is a place

where America’s greatest fail-
ings get stored not get fixed.

I chose poverty as one illustra-
tion of an unfixable problem. But
the list is long: unresolv ed claims
on racial reconcilia tion, deferred
maintenanc e of physical infra-
structur e constructed genera-
tions ago, and the organized ne-
glect of the young and elderly.

(And to be clear, gun violenc e
is NOT an unfixable problem. In
fact, the tragedy is that it’s com-
pletely fixable using the legal, fi-
nancial and human resour ces al-
ready present in Phila delphia.)

People have many reasons to
avoid unfixable problems, and
we couldn’t design a better way
to isolate them than the ware-
house called Phila delphia.

And here’s the twist: One of
the reasons that greater Center
City has prosper ed over the last

deca de is that
these unfixable
problems are now
as isolated from
Societ y Hill and
Rittenhouse
Squar e as they
are from Wayne
and Moor estown.

The Center City
District has uncou-
pled the qualit y of
Center City neigh-
borhood servic es
from the qualit y
delivered citywide .

The real-estate
tax abatement on new construc-
tion has severed the obligation
that new residents contribute to
the local tax burden over the
foreseeable future.

The preference for Center City
childr en in Center City public
schools as well as the expansion
of Phila delphia’s independent
schools (compar e notes with a
New Yorker sometime on getting
a child into kinder garten) have
reduc ed the personal need to fix
public schools citywide .

I’m not criticizing these mecha-
nisms, just pointing out that
they weaken the ties between
the happ y half-million and the
rest of the city. That’s not an ac-

cident — it’s
the whole
point.

If we hadn’t
figured out
ways to weak-
en those ties,
Center City
would have con-
tinued to
depopula te, its
current resi-
dents living in-
stead in the
subur bs or a
downto wn
elsewhere.

It’s rarely said clear ly, but we
now accept that it’s self-defeat-
ing to use the city’s own resour c-
es, concentrated among its afflu-
ent residents, to support all of
the enormous needs loca ted
within the city.

In fact, we’ve spent the last de-
cade attracting the affluent by re-
ducing their social liabilit y for
the rest of the city to a level
roughly equal to the liabilit y felt
in the subur bs and Harrisbur g.

So, what about that other mil-
lion or so Phila delphians whose
prospects range from bleak to
precarious ? How do we rebuild
that unfixable problem into
something we can fix?

The textbook answer is to tap
the resour ces of state and feder-
al government. The mayors of
New Orleans after Hurricane
Katrina or San Diego after the
wildfir es never had to state that
obvious fact.

Phila delphians should act only
as Pennsylvanians and Ameri-
cans when contributing resour c-
es to fight its unfixable prob-
lems. With more Democr ats in
Harrisbur g and Washing ton, I
am more, shall we say, optimistic
about that approach.

But the more interesting — and
provocative — answers are bot-
tom-up rather than top-down:
People need the resour ces to find
opportunities where they already
exist. For several hundr ed thou-
sand Phila delphians, the future
would be brighter in Phoenix or
Florida than in Phila delphia.

But it’s easier to store folks
here (to the benefit of machine
politics and nonpr ofit life-support-
ers) than to engage in conversa-
tions about how to go over the ho-
rizon in search of a better life. i
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City Council’s ‘Nanny Diet’
By RICHARD BERMAN

FROM ATKINS to Weight
Watcher s, South Beach to

the Zone , there are a ton of
trendy weight-los s programs.

Can’t decide ? Don’t have the
time or desire to count calories
or carbs? Don’t worry. The Phila-
delphia City Council will choose
for you if they support HB 1108.

Councilw oman Blondell Rey-
nolds Brown’s bill — the latest
quick-fix diet scheme proposed in
the name of public health — as-
sumes consumer s can’t tell the dif-
ference between french fries and
fruit cups. It would require restau-
rants to turn their menus into en-
cyclopedias featuring long lists of
nutritional warning s next to every
item. For most of us, a back page
of fat-and- calorie notes would suf-
fice. But Brown, who wrongly be-
lieves it will encourage better eat-
ing habits, would rather force us
to suffer through the informa tion-
al equivalent of an ice-cream head-
ache before ordering lunch.

Nutrition activists have al-
ready failed at the knowledge-
equals-beha vior approach. In the
early 1990s, they pushed the gov-
ernment to manda te nutrition in-
forma tion on grocery items, but
healthier eating habits didn’t fol-
low. Most people who reported
using those “nutrition facts” to

fill their shopping carts were the
ones who already consider ed
themselv es health- conscious.

Proponents of this menu effort
often cite studies based on focus
groups or questionnair es. But
the data comes from asking peo-
ple, in front of other s, what they
would likely order from labeled
and unlabeled menus. Not sur-
prising ly, most claim they’d se-
lect the lowest-calorie food.

While people talk a good game
in surveys and focus groups, few
Americans chang e their eating
when faced with a nutritional
profile. In the real world, studies
show that meal selection is pri-
marily influenc ed by factors like
smell, taste, texture, hunger,
cravings, time and convenienc e
— not diet facts.

Besides, the bill only targets
restaur ants with standar dized
menus and 10 or more loca tions.
This excludes most of Phila del-
phia’s eateries, including cheese-
steak and hoagie stands, sports
arenas and fancy establish-
ments. And, last month, a feder-
al judge struck down New York’s
version of HB 1108, ruling that it
conflicted with federal authorit y.
So menu-labeling fiats aren’t
just silly. They’re also illegal.

Restaur ant-industry officials

gave Council another reason to
oppose the bill: It’s totally imprac-
tical. Their complaints ranged
from the heavy cost of testing the
food and printing menus to the
lawsuits that would pour in from
customer s who ate two more cal-
ories than promised.

So why is Brown ignoring this
losing track record and pushing
the bill for approval before the
2007 session ends in December ?

WHILE anyone with an IQ
above room temper ature

knows the difference between
fried chick en and a salad, most
restaur ants already provide nutri-
tion informa tion. And dieter s and
picky eaters can find nutrition
facts on poster s, in brochur es, on
Web sites and at 800 number s.

Ther e’s a huge difference be-
tween personal responsibilit y

and dietary paternalism. Under
the law, calorie counts for every
item will be plaster ed across
menus, whether you want them
or not. And this will have unin-
tended consequenc es.

A chorus of researchers is cau-
tioning regulators about the collat-
eral dama ge of programs like
menu-labeling . While health offi-
cials have placed increasing em-
phasis on obesit y rates, the inci-
denc e of eating disorders has
nearly tripled. As New York Sen.
Hillary Clinton put it, “Many ado-
lescents misinterpr et” the fight
against obesit y “as a message that
they should eat to achieve the
body of a runway model. Anor exia
and bulimia are increasing ly com-
mon among our . . . youth.”

Americans should still have a
right to guilt-free eating. i

Richard Berman is executive director of
the Center for Consumer Freedom, a
nonprofit coalition supported by
restaurants, food companies and
consumers.
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