Looking for love in all the wrong places
By Howard Carpenter
No, this isn’t a “Dear Abby” column; however, the truism does summon memories of recurrent searches for what often alludes: soul mates promising life-long commitment, vocations congruent with our passions, and lasting solutions to chronic problems faced during struggles common to every day life. Many, failing pursuit in any of the “right places,” perpetuate outcomes short of cherished dreams. 
Consider for a moment our decades’ long search for solutions to our economically troubled Mon Valley. Or ponder for an even longer minute the state’s dismal economic straits, especially when compared to most other states. Contemplate, if you can, the subsequent and not unexpected search for remedies in all the wrong places.
Possibly you recall the old story of one seen searching for a quarter under the streetlight. A passerby asked, “Where did you lose the quarter?” Pointing across the street, “Over there,” responded the searcher. “Then why are you looking here?” wondered the inquisitor. “Because this is where the light is…”

Translation: “Yes, I recognize my actions will prove worthless, but this is more comfortable, requires little risk, and communicates I’m working hard.” 

The light alluded to in the search above is where historically it is easiest. In its quest for solutions to perennial funding challenges, our state government’s traditional “light” is business, taxpayers and consumers. Despite decades of enormous debt, rampant spending increases, some 40 different taxes or levies, and continued population losses, the governor again proposes additional taxes, spending and debt. The inevitable outcome: less consumer spending, sluggish business activity, and further exodus of our entrepreneurial population. As our anonymous friend above learned, a search under the convenient light may at first glance appear easy, but predictably fails to solve the problems. Obviously, he searched in all the wrong places…
Rather than proliferate the above, let our government (and its protagonists) mull searching where we lost ability to conclusively define and solve our problems. Let’s abandon the “light” and its associated failures by re-introducing and endorsing the lost art of competition, a once treasured concept indigenous to our region. If embraced it would—as it once did—produce superior performance—using every measurement (quality, productivity, delivery, etc.)—in education, transportation, and yes, even some of our more “favored” businesses. 
The competitive model, to varying degrees, is absent from a growing number of economic sectors today. When protected sectors are, by legislative fiat, free from competitive pressure, be it in educating our youth, constructing a stadium, building a road, or selling a bottle of Jack, the consumer pays a premium. When there is little or no choice, we are left with little alternative but to pay that premium in higher prices, less than optimal quality, and in questionable delivery. Furthermore, by permitting that premium (read: subsidy)—and yes we do permit it and have for decades—means less capital available for your business, consumer and pocketbook. 
When told you’re receiving “cut-above” service, product and value, you take their word. You possess no other option…

If superior, why avoid competition? Why not compete, as required of others? Why not permit consumers multiple choices? One might think those avoiding competition can’t compete…
It’s ironic we scream “foul” whenever a referee or umpire disrupts a game by a bad call. A recent hockey referee is seeking protection from angry fans over “bad calls.” Some umpires desire bodyguards in kids’ sports. In the 2005 championship game between the Steelers and Colts, the Steelers’ clear interception was voided by a referee, almost costing them the game. Media everywhere cried “foul” and would have done more if not for the “tackle” and subsequent win. We can cope with finishing second in a hard fought, competitive battle with equal application and enforcement of rules. However, giving “premiums” to others in the form of “bad calls” destroys the game’s integrity, lessens performance incentive, while producing less than stellar outcomes.
Wonder why they didn’t forego the above competitive battle and just declare the Colts “best?” Wouldn’t’ we take their word for it?
Why don’t we scream foul when our legislative bodies yield favors and premiums to certain sectors? Assuming we desire the best possible outcomes, why not insist the rules of the game be applied evenly? Why not open the process and system to everyone, ensuring the “best person wins and superior performance is delivered to consumers?” If their product or service is of such high caliber, why exempt it from rigors of a competitive marketplace?

For decades our legislators have searched for solutions in all the wrong places. We’ve enabled the behavior, permitting protection of a few from the rigors of competition. We’ve allowed the perennial bad calls, ensuring the status quo is never challenged by true competition. Far too many stood relatively silent as business, taxpayers and consumers paid the premium. 
It’s a key reason why the state does not compare competitively—in cost or outcome—with other states…

When observing your legislator searching for solutions in traditional (and easier) places of increased spending and taxes, suggest they look where answers really exist. Inform them they are searching in all the wrong places—that the quarters are no longer here—but should start “over there” in the lost art of competition. 
