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Suicides leave
many questions

Doonesbury
• Gary Trudeau

Politicans often use hind sight

“Sometimes it takes a natural disaster to re-
veal a social disaster,” Jim Wallis, editor of the
evangelical journal “Sojourner’s,” told a Wash-
ington Post reporter recently.

He was, of course, referring to the stunning
way the fury of Hurricane Katrina and the slow
start-up of the governmental response laid bare
in stark, tragic terms the profound, corrosive
poverty that still exists in America-and which in
the Gulf region literally left many poor residents
facing a wrenching physical suffering.

The effects of poverty there that millions in
America and around the world could see with
their own eyes, thanks to the news photographs
and television reports, were underscored by two
statistical reports published amid the devasta-
tion.

One, released in late August just before the
hurricane struck, was the annual report of the
U.S. Census Bureau on income, poverty and
health insurance. It showed that, despite
America’s general economic recovery, 4 million
more Americans had fallen into poverty since
2001, meaning that now there are 37 million
Americans in poverty.

The import of those figures was then under-
scored by the demographic profile of residents,
60 percent of whom were people of color, in the
three dozen neighborhoods in Alabama, Missis-
sippi, and Louisiana hardest-hit by the storm, the
Associated Press published on September 4.

Using Census data, the AP determined that
these Americans were twice as likely to be
poorer than the national average and to not own
a car.

University of South Carolina historian Dan

Carter told the AP such figures shouldn’t be sur-
prising, but that usually there’s “not a lot of in-
terest in (issues of poverty), except when there’s
something dramatic. By and large, the poor are
simply out of sight, out of mind.” Philosopher
Cornel West said much the same in an interview
for the British newspaper,

The Observer  “It takes something as big as
Hurricane Katrina and the misery we saw among
the poor black people of New Orleans to get
America to focus on race and poverty,” he re-
marked. “It happens about once every 30 to 40
years.”

Of course, some have long been trying to di-
rect America’s attention to the persistence of
poverty.

Now, perhaps, more Americans have seen
what had become invisible amid the nation’s
rising affluence and overall economic recovery.

President Bush in his speech in New Orleans
pledged “one of the largest reconstruction ef-
forts the world has ever seen” for the Gulf re-
gion and declared his administration “will do
what it takes [and] stay as long as it takes to help
[its citizens] rebuild their communities and their
lives.”

The task ahead, still yet to be fully glimpsed,
is one of extraordinary complexity.

But certainly the overriding principle local,
state and federal governments must adhere to is
fairness-fairness in the distribution of relief
funds to individuals, families and businesses,
fairness in enabling those who want to return to
their communities do so, and fairness in involv-
ing Gulf residents in every aspect of the plan-
ning and execution-from strategy to jobs to con-
tracts and procurement-that the reconstruction
effort requires.

Congress should also provide meaningful fed-
eral disaster unemployment assistance to every
worker-estimated to be at least half a million-
left jobless by this tragedy.

And it must ensure that the hundreds of thou-
sands of displaced Gulf citizens continue to have
full voting rights in their home states and dis-
tricts, so that they can have a proper voice in the
rebuilding of their communities.

The crisis Hurricane Katrina has left in its
wake has ironically also produced an extraordi-
nary opportunity to make life better for all of its
victims and for all Americans, too. It’s an oppor-
tunity our nation can’t afford to waste.

****
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By Dick Morris
Politicians in Washington are often like mo-

torists who drive only by consulting their rear-
view mirrors and never look out of their wind-
shields to see what is going on right now.

Our national political/journalistic complex is
obsessed with blaming President Bush for fail-
ing to respond quickly to the devastation wrought
by Hurricane Katrina. After weeks of media
pounding and casualty figures that were, appar-
ently, wildly and widely exaggerated, polls sug-
gest that the public has no choice but to agree with
the critique.

The CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll of Sept. 8-
11 shows that only 44 percent of Americans ap-
prove of the job Bush did immediately after the
storm. But so what? The same survey shows that
58 percent approve of the work he has done since
then in helping New Orleans and the Gulf Coast
to recover from the effects of the disaster.

The low job approval of Bush’s efforts in the
week after the storm will fade into history and
take its place alongside similar criticism of his
slowness to act after the planes hit on Sept. 11 or
after the tsunami struck late last year. What
counts for the future is that the ratings on his re-
cent performance are 20 points higher than his
overall job approval.

This positive affirmation of the president’s role
in the past few weeks is the leading indicator
Washington should be following. While all cur-
rent polls show Bush falling three or four points
in job approval to the lowest of his administra-
tion, these surveys reflect neither the increasingly
positive view of the president’s disaster-relief
efforts nor the bounce that he always gets when

we are reminded of the horrendous attacks of
Sept. 11 on its grim anniversary.

Democrats, such as Sen. Hillary Clinton (D-
N.Y.), who are assuming a harsh critical role in
attacking the administration are making a huge
mistake. They are presenting an image of parti-
sanship and rancor at a time when the nation
wants its political leaders to spread healing balm
and work together on reconstruction.

The stories of the rapidity with which the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency is bring-
ing in mobile homes and building temporary
housing, the bonding that seems to be happen-
ing between refugees and their new communi-
ties, the record outpouring of charitable giving
— greater even than after Sept. 11 or the tsunami
— all attest to the national mood.

If there is one time voters will be impatient
with critics and those who they feel are raking
over the past to score political points, it is now.

That is not to say that voters will not demand
a fair, impartial and thorough review of what
went wrong in the relief efforts and of why hos-
pital patients died awaiting evacuation.

They will be particularly interested in why
federal money that should have gone to strength-

ening the levees went to other pork-barrel
projects that Louisiana senators wanted to be
funded instead. The Sept. 11 commission
model should be followed to be certain we get
the whole picture.

But now Americans want us to face the need
not just to recover from the storm but to deal
with the underlying poverty it exposed. Secre-
tary of State Condoleezza Rice put it best when
she said that the storm-devastated areas should
not be rebuilt the way they were when the storm
hit.

Rather, she said that “maybe now on the heels
of New Orleans” we could “deal with the prob-
lem of persistent poverty.”

Michael Harrington, in his book “The Other
America,” awakened our national conscious-
ness to the “invisible poor” who live in our cit-
ies. Katrina has blown away the veil that kept
them from sight and put their plight on all of
our television screens. So now we have an op-
portunity and an obligation to remedy it.

In this task of relief, recovery and reconstruc-
tion, Bush has a job that will occupy most of
his second term and will lend it a theme and a
grandeur that Sept. 11 imparted to his first four
years in office.

Bush is a conservative who doesn’t believe
government should do a lot. But two things he
does think it should do are protect us against
foreign foes and shelter us from the forces of
nature. And now he has both on his plate.  

Dick Morris was an adviser to Bill Clinton
for 20 years. Look for Dick’s new book “Be-
cause He Could” about Bill Clinton. Email for
Dick Morris is dmredding@aol.com
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The death of a young person by their own hand leaves the major-
ity of us saddened and with many unanswered questions.

If you have heard someone talk about ending their lives take them
seriously. They may be joking but only God knows who is serious
or not.

There is still a stigma attached to getting help for mental problems.
Many psychiatric disorders have been found to have physical, chemi-
cal origins. Chemical imbalances in the brain can be treated with
medicine. There will be a day, I hope, when mental problems are
handled like the flu or a broken arm.

Suicide impacts children more than adults. Children blame them-
selves for a parent’s suicide. Much on the same scale as a divorce. It
is really hard for them.

If you know someone is dying there is some preparation when the
event happens. Accidents are sudden but most of the time the vic-
tims do not choose to die. In a suicide, death is the only way that that
person can see to escape pain, which may be physical and mental.
They may feel like they are sliding down a black hole trying to hang
on by their finger nails. Some quit fighting.

There are individuals who keep saying they want to die. After re-
peated forced placements in mental facilities there seems to be the
moment of choice for those people. They must either decide to get
the job done or finally really get help.

I have seen two examples of individuals after repeated rescues by
concerned people reach that point. The concerned people realize that
forced hospitalizations aren’t working and they make the decision
to stand back and let that person pick which way they want their lives
to go. Stepping back is a really hard decision for those people. They
really care. If there are threats to other persons in the home or com-
munity there is no choice but to intervene.

One of the examples turned their life around. The other person got
the job done and killed themselves.

Drugs and alcohol many times play big parts in suicides. Both
release inhibitions. Alcohol and some drugs are a depressant.

Teenagers who are at that age where they feel invincible commit
suicide without realizing its finality. Those deaths seem to be more
tragic than an adult.

There is a message of hope in all of this. If you feel you have no
choice but to end your life talk to a professional, a school counselor,
a minister or friend. Get help. Also realize you must be willing to
accept the help they have to offer. It may not be pleasant or fun but it
will not be as final as death.

As long as there is life there are possibilities. Cry but remember
there is also laughter.
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