
The Spokesman-Review - 12/28/2021 Page : C03

Copyright � 2021 Spokesman-Review 12/28/2021.
December 28, 2021 1:58 pm (GMT -8:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Copy Reduced to 80% from original to fit letter page

Our support for 
Mann-Grandstaff

This is in support of the 
care we have received at the 
Mann-Grandstaff VA Medical 
Center in Spokane, Washington.

The doctors, nurses and people 
we have met have been wonder-
ful, and very supportive, even 
though they are going through 
hardships with learning a new 
computer service that has many 
flaws. This new system is being 
tried for the first time in Spokane 
only, and under a pandemic with 
so many other obstacles involved.  
Many medical facilities every-
where had to be locked down due 
to COVID, also, a severe shortage 
of staff, medically and all other 
needed positions not filled.

I feel that all of our needs have 
been met during this time, and 
the computer system is coming 
along, many of the staff have 
helped make better suggestions 
as to what the program needed, 
and if given a bit more time, 
they will have a much improved 
system to be used throughout the 
United States.

Thank you, Mann-Grandstaff 
VA Medical Center.

Linda and Kenneth Bergstrom
Spokane Valley

Columnists are worth the 
trek to the newsstand

We have limited delivery of the 

newspaper to save money on our 
subscription. Monday, Tuesday 
and Saturday I’ve been reading it 
online. Recently we began a new 
Monday routine of going out and 
purchasing the paper so I can sa-
vor and share it with my spouse. 
We do this because I love the 
Monday columns by Julia Ditto 
and Ed Condran. Julia Ditto is 
such a delight and Ed Condran, 

what a gift to the Spokesman 
he has proved to be. The Faith 
and Values column is so kind-
ness-based in these difficult 
times and Tracy Simmons’ col-
umn today was stellar. There are 
many more that aren’t necessar-
ily regional but are thought-pro-
voking and informative.

Cindy and Chuck Matthews
Coeur d’Alene

Awaiting a Vestal  
column on Manchin

I wonder if Shawn Vestal will 
write a similar column about 
the courage Sen. Joe Manchin 
showed by saying “No” to the 
president’s debt-inducing, as 
scored by the CBO and the 
Wharton study, and infla-
tion-feeding Build Back Better 

bill as he went against the 
will of his party and voted his 
conscience similar to the recent 
column he wrote about Rep. Liz 
Cheney’s courage to go against 
her party’s stance and guided by 
her conscience concerning her 
seat on the Jan. 6 commission. 

I am not holding my breath.
Steve Hintyesz

Spokane

OPINION

By Chris Bachman
KETTLE RANGE CONSERVATION GROUP

The recent resignation of 
the Washington Department 
of Fish and Wildlife Commis-
sioner Fred Koontz, Ph.D., 
exemplifies the inevitably fatal 
outcome when a compassion-
ate centrist enters a polarized 
conversation and attempts to 
build a bridge, bolstered with 
peer-reviewed science, to pre-
serve our dwindling biodiver-
sity.

On Earth, our home, condi-
tions at the poles are hostile. 
To survive in these conditions 
requires special adaptions that 
most species lack. Life thrives 
at the middle latitudes which 
support a broad diversity of 
species that, like cogs in a 
machine, are dependent on one 
another for proper functioning.

The same holds true in 
politics and policymaking. 

There is little accomplished in 
our polarized political arena. 
Policymakers and ideas that 
exist at the far right and the far 
left accomplish very little. The 
hostile conditions in these ex-
tremes allow little opportunity 
for an idea to flourish.

When we lose diversity 
of opinion, everybody loses. 
These days we are all very 
quick to retreat to the comfort 
of our corner and surround 
ourselves with those that share 
our opinions and ideals. Real 
growth and real change only 
comes when we listen to those 
whose opinions differ from our 
own and find common value 
and work together. We may 
not always get everything we 
want, but we need to differen-
tiate what we want from what 
we need and yes, we need to 
prioritize preserving dwindling 
natural resources.

Taken literally, bridges join 

two separated points, meta-
phorically bridges reconcile or 
connect differing ideologies. 
It is apparent many on the 
commission, and in the public, 
prefer not to cross any bridge 
to find ideological common 
ground, while others go a 
step further to burn bridges 
as quickly as they can be built 
rejecting any idea that does not 
align with their world view. 
This literally gets us nowhere, 
and in the case of the Fish and 
Wildlife Commission, is under-
taken with no accountability to 
the general public.

Our wildlife governance 
system must change and move 
away from the nine-member 
appointed – not elected – 
commission with its polarized 
positions and lack of public 
accountability. A commission 
which repeatedly fails to reach 
consensus to protect the public 
wildlife trust for future gen-
erations of people and for all 
species.

For Fish and Wildlife man-

agement to truly reflect the will 
of the people, we must embrace 
a new model that holds wildlife 
management leadership ac-
countable to Washington vot-
ers. We must move to a model 
that elects a commissioner of 
Fish and Wildlife, much like we 
have a commissioner of Public 
Lands.

A commissioner of Fish and 
Wildlife would be an elected 
state executive position in the 
Washington State government 
and held accountable to the 
citizens of Washington. The 
commissioner would oversee 
the Washington Department 
of Fish and Wildlife which is 
responsible for conservation 
of wildlife and fish in a man-
ner that does not impair the 
resource and that authorizes 
the taking of wildlife and fish 
only at times or places, or in 
manners or quantities, that 
does not impair these natural 
resources. When we have an of-
ficial elected by the people and 
held accountable to the people, 

wildlife management will re-
flect the will of the people.

The fundamental issue is 
not conservation or wildlife 
management, it is democra-
cy, a system of representative 
governance based in social 
equality. The commission has 
long been, and is currently, 
dominated by special interests 
focused primarily on the use of 
animals and is not representing 
the common interest.

Dr. Koontz’s resignation 
must be a wake-up call to Gov. 
Jay Inslee, the legislature, our 
civic leaders, and the pub-
lic that it is time to rethink 
the mandate and governance 
structure of the Fish & Wild-
life Department. It is time to 
rethink the priority and design 
of all our state natural resource 
agencies. We have kicked the 
can down the road for far to 
long for fear of the economic 
and social impacts of prioritiz-
ing protection of our natural 
resources. Now is the time. It is 
too late for later.

TIME TO REFORM WILDLIFE GOVERNANCE

In 2022, inflation will teach us about future of capitalism
In 2021, inflation returned. 

After a yearlong debate, nobody 
can any longer deny this. Next 
year, we will discover whether 
it’s here to stay and how much 
bitter economic medicine will be 
required to quell it.

On this vital issue, opinion is 
as divided as ever. Optimists still 
maintain that even if inflation 
has turned out to be more than 
a transitory blip, it will soon die 
down. Whether they’re right 
depends on the outcome of some 
of capitalism’s most profound 
conflicts.

A number of factors will indeed 
combine to push downward on 
inflation next year. Used-car pric-
es doubled and gasoline prices 
rose by 50% last year. That’s not 
going to happen again. Bottle-
necks in global trade have already 
begun to loosen up a little. And 
there is ample room for central 
banks to tighten monetary policy; 
so far, there has been no attempt 
to reduce demand by raising the 
price of money or cutting back on 
its supply.

It’s encouraging that the bond 
market expects inflation to barely 
exceed 2% five years from now 
and the Fed’s interest rates not to 
rise even that high. Consumer ex-
pectations aren’t much different. 
If they were to change and be-
come entrenched, then inflation 
would be hard to dislodge. But for 
now, investors believe that price 
rises can and will be brought un-
der control relatively painlessly.

Still, permanently higher 
inflation remains a possibility. 
Whether it comes to pass will de-
pend on two core questions that 

have long plagued capitalism: 
Will labor gain a greater share 
at the expense of capital? And, if 
so, will companies absorb higher 
wage costs or pass them on to 
customers?

•••
Since the 1980s, capitalism has 

evolved to keep inflation under 
control. The risk now is that cap-
italism has embarked on a regime 
change.

Labor’s share of GDP held sta-
ble at somewhat higher than 60% 
for the five decades after World 
War II. But it started to decline 
sharply after the dotcom bubble 
burst in 2000 and fell further 
after the financial crisis in 2008. 
As Ellen Zentner, chief economist 
at Morgan Stanley put it, the his-
torically “unprecedented” plunge 
in the labor share of GDP “marks 
a break in the fundamental struc-
ture of the economy.”

The increasing powerlessness 
of unions has made it harder for 
workers to negotiate collectively. 
Demographic factors have simi-
larly diminished their bargaining 
power. While the baby boom gen-
eration was at peak working age, 
labor supply was ample. Compa-
nies’ ability to outsource produc-
tion to countries with lower wage 
bills, particularly China, further 
inhibited wages, as did the influx 
of migrants from Mexico.

What was already a bad deal 
for the worst-paid became a terri-
ble one in the years after the 2008 
financial crisis, as companies 
made increasing use of part-time 
workers who had fewer benefits 
and could be dismissed cheaply. 
For several years under Presi-

dent Barack Obama, part-time 
workers’ wages lagged far behind 
those of full-time workers, and 
also behind inflation.

This malaise led to populist 
anger and the ascent of President 
Donald Trump. In the last year, 
though, the pandemic appears to 
have turned the labor market on 
its head. Following virus-related 
shutdowns, job vacancies have 
surged to near-record levels as 
companies have tried and failed 
to fill low-paid jobs.

The low-skilled, under-educat-
ed and poorly paid have gained 
more negotiating power - and 
used it. Now, they are getting the 
best wage deals in a generation; 
their salaries are rising faster 
than for the well-paid and expen-
sively educated. Wage growth 
for women and nonwhites has 
overtaken that for men and 
whites. Unfortunately for them, 
another pattern has also reversed. 
The extra wages they’ve negoti-
ated are nowhere near enough to 
cover fast-rising inflation. Data 
produced by the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Atlanta show a sharp 
decline in real wages.

That gives workers even more 
incentive to push for higher 
wages next year, which would be 
a crucial building block for em-
bedded inflation. It was data like 
this that prompted Jerome Pow-
ell, head of the Federal Reserve, 
to say at the central bank’s last 
meeting of the year, “The labor 
market is by so many measures 
hotter than it ever ran in the last 
expansion.”

•••
If capitalists are forced to pay 

their workers a greater share 
of their revenue, they have two 
alternatives. One is to take the 
hit themselves, leave prices 
unchanged and make do with a 
tighter profit margin. The other 
is to pass on the wage increases 
to consumers by raising prices, if 
they can.

Will they, and do they have 
the power to do so? As Morgan 
Stanley’s Zentner puts it, this is 
the “thread the needle” moment 
for the Federal Reserve, which 
aims to balance full employment 
with price stability. If companies 
decide to take the hit, accelerat-
ing wages need not spill over into 
rising price inflation.

Until the last decade or so, 
history provided clear guidance. 
Over time, profit margins have 
been an almost perfectly cyclical, 
mean-reverting phenomenon. 
Margins improve when times are 
good and decline during reces-
sions, as companies elect to take 
some of the hit from the econom-
ic downturn themselves.

But something has changed 
since the financial crisis. Margins 
for S&P 500 companies rebound-
ed swiftly after 2008, aided by the 
stagnation in wages. On the eve of 
the pandemic, margins had avoid-
ed a major fall for a decade and 
reached a record.

Since the pandemic, margins 
have strayed even further from 
the traditional pattern, suffering a 
mild decline (thanks to sweeping 
layoffs early on) and now surging 
back to reach a level of profitabil-
ity never before seen.

At this point, however, compa-
nies have to recruit more people 

to raise production. And it looks 
as though they will be unable to 
do so unless they raise wages.

Executives are assuring in-
vestors that they are confident 
in their pricing power and Wall 
Street projects that margins 
should rise further next year. 
This provokes complaints from 
politicians, who suggest that 
heavy industry concentration, 
thanks to the mergers and acqui-
sitions of the last few decades, 
have left companies with the 
discretion to charge whatever 
prices they like.

This argument, long the stuff 
of academic papers and Davos 
panels, will come to a head next 
year. In the last few decades, the 
balance of capitalism has tilted 
sharply in favor of capital. One 
effect of this has been to keep in-
flation under control. Now, after 
a once-in-a-generation pandemic 
has roiled labor markets, work-
ers, particularly the lowest paid, 
appear to be regaining strength.

The story of inflation in 2022 
will also be the story of whether 
the regime of capitalism is really 
changing and returning to an 
arguably healthier balance. We 
should be watching prices not 
just for their impact on the econ-
omy, but for what they’ll tell us 
about the future of our societies.

John Authers is a senior editor 
for markets. Before Bloomberg, he 
spent 29 years with the Financial 
Times, where he was head of the 
Lex Column and chief markets 
commentator. He is the author of 
“The Fearful Rise of Markets” and 
other books.

LETTERS
Letters policy

The Spokesman-Review 
invites original letters of no 
more than 250 words on top-
ics of public interest. Unfor-
tunately, we don’t have space 
to publish all letters received, 
nor are we able to acknowl-
edge their receipt. We accept 
no more than one letter a 
month from the same writer. 
Please remember to include 
your daytime phone num-
ber and street address. The 
Spokesman-Review retains the 
nonexclusive right to archive 
and republish any material 
submitted for publication.

Send letters to: 
Letters to the Editor
The Spokesman-Review
999 W. Riverside Ave.
Spokane, WA 99201
Email: editor@spokesman.com
Questions: (509) 459-5026
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