by Richard J Margohs

D URAL-BASED congressmen are dlstressed
N that President Carter’'s $4 billion public
works plan-—the centerpiece of his post-
agural economic package—wxll 1in no way benefit
r constituencies. More or less by fiat, the Ad-
istration has redlined all towns with populations
w 50,000 (in other words, 28 per cent of the total
enry). The: leglslators are not amused “If I'd
wn that small commiunities ‘were gomg to. be
npled in the stampede to get this money out,’
; Representative Charles Rose, a North Carolina
nocrat “I never would have supported the
gram.”’ :
he purpose of the measure was to create several

ion temporary construction jobs by pumping

aey into communities prepared to build roads,

sols, hospitals, parks, and other public facilities.

: Department of Commerce handles the money

.keeps an eye on the projects; it was mstructed by
1gress to.parcel out funds to commumtres in
dunts proportlonate to their. needs—the higher the

mployment, the greater the allocation. To do.
, Commerce has relied on computer-taped data
plied by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS),

| there’s the rub. The BLS does not collect

mployment statistics for towns with fewer than

)00 people, Ergo: nothing in, nothing out.

‘o Administration officials, the decision to
rive more than one-fourth the country of public
ks henefits seems a reasonahle sohition to a

Twwe cursed, | they have

notonce been counted

Nevertheless, by early Maréh Commerce was élready
interpreting the legislation in ways that suited its own
needs. Karras, for instance, conceded to members of

the House Public' Works Oversight Subcommittee

that the law does appear to compel inclusion of small
communities in the national program, but insisted it
contains ‘‘a qualrfxer” that says, to use h1s language

“When this causes a severe handicap or 1mped1ment
to the administration of the program,
have to do it.”’ It was, Karras seemed to be saying, an

' open—and-shut case: “We made the: judgment that

indeed, going below 50,000 (in population) would
interfere with the administration of the program .

S0 we really mvoked the quahfier which I believe is in’

the Conference Committee report.’’
. No such quahﬁer happens to exist, yet Karras
succeeded in muddymg the waters and confusing the

subcommlttee Representatlve David Bonior (D -

Mich.), declaring he was still’ “puzzled,” said: ‘I
would like to come back to this later.”’ He never did
bring the matter up agajn, though. Neither did
anyone else, and Karras’ hokey interpretation of the
law was allowed to slip by unchallenged. ‘ '

The subcommittee attached so little nnportance to
thanna mea mandinan that it AiA nAt tala tha tranhla ta
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person for its Economlc Development Admmls-‘
tration—the  agency that manages _Carter’s

'program—to explam why towns with fewer than

50,000 residents were mot receiving public works
funds. ‘‘But they are,”’ she answered. ‘“You don’t
have your facts right.”’ She explamed that a portion
of the $4 billion dollars was being sent directly to
‘state and county governments, which in turn could
allocate to towns not mcluded in the BLS tabu-f' ‘
lations.
- I tried to follow this hopeful trail, but 1t soon grew

cold. For while 8 per cent of the total funds had, in
fact, been earmarked for the states, no one could say
exactly: whether any of that money would ultimately
go to rural areas. As for allocations to counties,
Commerce had:no figures—and probably no plans.

-SECOND ' defense—the Ad-
ministration’s contention that the small
communities  need less help than do the

cities—is as spurious as the first, albeit tougher to

analyze. For openers, BLS statistics peg rural -

- unemployment at around 5 per cent, a full two
v percentage pomts ‘below the overall national rate.
- “The cities are much worse off than the smaller

‘towns,”” I was told by BLS economist Richard
|Rosen. ‘“It wouldn’t make sense to channel funds
lmto areas where the'need is relatrvely shght A

The trouble with this lme of reasoning is its fallure
'to take into account the BLS’  primitive
methodology The agency relies for most of its data
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supplied by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS),
and there’s the rub. The BLS does not collect
unemployment statistics for towns with fewer than
50,000 people. Ergo: nothing in, nothing out.

To Administration officials, the decision to

deprive more than one-fourth the country of public

works benefits seems a reasonable solutlon to a

difficult technical problem. “This alternative was
adopted as bemg the most fair, considering the time
constraints on the program,” wrote Robert T. Hall,
assistant secretary for economic development, in a

letter to Congress. (All projects were supposed to be

under way by September 30.) Similarly, Deputy
Assrstant Secretary George T. Karras has contended
_that any consideration of ‘small towns would play
havoc with Commerce’s efforts. =
In approving the public works bill last wmter, the
members of a joint Senate-House Conference Com-
mittee showed they were aware that BLS unemploy-
ment flgures did not tell the whole story. Their report
stipulated that wherever the Bureau’s numbers
betrayed gaps, Commerce should fill them in with

statistics provided by the mdrvrdual states or towns. -

The language was both clear and unequivocal; in the
opmlon of most congressmen, it was also blndmg

“I¢’s the Tmperial
Presrdency all over
again,” sazd one

,Democrat
- “Sometzmes I wonder
ifwe really won

‘the electwn. _
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Mich.), declarmg he was still “‘puzzled,’’ said: “I*

would like to come back to this later.”’ He never did
bring the matter up agajn, though. Neither did

anyone else, and Karras’ hokey interpretation of the ;

law was allowed to slip by unchallenged

The subcommittee attached so little importance to

these proceedings that it did not take the trouble to
have them printed up. The fact that Karras’ in-
teresting testlmony rTemains unpubhshed has' not,
however, dxscouraged the Deputy and others from
citing it, along with the subcommrttee s failure to

'object as proof that Congress has glven a green light
“to rural redlining.

All this strikes at least some hberals on the Hrll as

- remarkably familiar: Once more we are witness to an ‘
_executive branch that revises laws and rewrites

regulations whenever the Congressional versions are

_not to its taste. ‘‘It’s the Imperial Presidency all over
congressman.

again,”” said one ' Democratic

““Sometimes I wonder if we really won the election.”’
The same legislator is quick to point out that

Karras is not even a Carter appointee, but ‘‘a Nixon-

Ford 'holdover.” In truth, he is an Eisenhower-

Kennedy-Johnson-leon-Ford holdover. At 51,
Karras has devoted most of his adult life to govern-

ment service, with a few years off in the ’50s when he -

worked for an upholsterers’ union in Philadelphia.

His biases, one guesses, come less from partisan

politics than from an allegiance to tldy bookkeepmg
Certainly he has nothing personal against those
Americans unfortunate enough to be both jobless
and rural. It is: sxmply that the BLS computer finds
them and their assorted miseries a nuisance to record.
Twice cursed, they have not once been counted.
Officials at Commerce, to- be sure, seem a little
embarrassed by the flak they ‘have attracted In
defending themselves, they have abandoned the
usual technologxcal excuses and have come up with

"two new’ ones: first, that really, nothmg has hap-

pened; second, that things aren’t as bad as they seem,
because rural communities do not. generally suffer

i from w1despread unemployment

I ran into defense number one on my initial tele-

phone call to Commerce, when I asked a spokes-

‘to . take

canw

towns,” I was told by BLS economist Richard
lRosen ¢ wouldn’t make sense to channel funds
linto areas where the need is relatively slight.’’

The trouble with this line of reasoning is its failure
into  account the BLS’ primitive
methodology. The agency relies for ‘most of its data
on urban-based state employment -offices, places
often beyond the reach of rural poor people, and
sometimes beyond their ken. In addition, the BLS
conveniently ' overlooks: several categories of rural
workers who in a more rational world would be
routinely punched into the computer tape. These
mclude drscouraged workers who have long ago
given up looking for ‘jobs, “mvoluntary part-time
workers’’ who would prefer full-time employment
“but can’t find any, and full-time workers whose '
incomes fall below the poverty line.

‘Recently, a consortium of economists looked at
unemployment in four rural Southern counties and
-reported their findings in a (still unpublished) study
to the U.S. ‘Department of Labor. Official Jobless, ]
figures in the countres hovered around 5.5 per cent.
But  when ' the economists included in. their
calculations the three factors named above—thereby :
creating a new measurement they called a ‘‘Sub-
Employment Index’’—the totals exceeded 40 per
cent. Professor Louis Smith of the University of
M1ssxss1pp1, who helped conduct the study, also
-compiled a Sub-Employment Index for all of rural
Mrssrssrppl The figure he arrlved at was 42 per cent.

- 1do not mean to suggest that the urban plight is
-any less severe than the rural one. I am simply saying

that the Carter Administration has badly under-

estrmated ‘the extent of rural unemployment and in |

the process has casually broken its promise of ==

economic aid to millions of small—town residents. If
the redlining of rural Amerlca is hardly a new
phenomenon, it is doubly sad to see such an old,
tawdry device so readily adopted by a.President who
bills himself as a country boy, and whose own home
county-full of ‘shacks and poor people—rs itself a
'model candidate, for publxc works.

A version of this article appeared
ongmally in The New Leader





