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The ‘National Service’ Boondoggle

/ By Douvc Bannnw

agifist William .James hated war but
its fruit. In 1910, he penned words
have become well-nigh immortal,
ing for a “moral equivalent of war" in
rich ‘“‘the martial virtues” would he in-
‘ulcated in young men in peacetime. ‘‘Our
gilded youths would be drafted off,” he
wrote, ‘‘to get the childishness knocked
out of them, and to come back into society
with healthier sympathies and soberer
Ideas."”

James's vision became the fount of a
host of contradictory proposals involving
military conscription, universal civilian
service and voluntary programs. The lat-
est Is President Clinton’s plan, unveliied at
Rutgers yesterday, to provide as many as
150,000 students with two years of college
tuition for every year of service in a gov-
ernment-approved job.

Mr. Clinton’s program Is nothing new.
In 1988, the Democratic I.eadership Coun-
cil, to which he belonged. proposed a mas-
sive “Cltlzens Corps™ of young people.
The program was premised on alleged
American decadence, self-absorption and
selfishness, inflamed during the “‘decade
of greed,’ as the 1980s were duhbed.

Candidate Clinton was too interested
in being elected president to criticlze po-
tential voters In these terms, however.
He used more positive rhetoric to propose
allowing 250,000 or more people to work
off their student loans through govern-
ment service. Deficit concerns have
caused the administration to propose
starting with a pilot program, to be ex-
panded over time. Still, Mr. Clinton said
in his radio address last Saturday that he
ultimately wants to reach ““hundreds of
thousands of students.”

Service seems so obviously a good
thing that many people automatically em-
brace politicians who use the phrase ‘‘na-
tional service.” The basic question, how-
ever, is service to whom? Proposals for
national service assume that citizens are
responsible not to each other but to the
state. Even voluntary programs like Mr.
Clinton’s imply a unity of society and

state, with work for the latter equated to
service to the former.

Opportunities for genuine service
abound. Roughly 80 million people now
participate in some volunteer activities.
Much more could be done, of course. But
the remedy is not yet another federal pro-
gram.

Another bias held by national-service
advocates is that “public” service Is in-
herently bétter than private service. What
makes shelving books in a library more
laudable or valuable than stocking shelves
in a bookstore? Private-sector workers—
health-care professionals, medical and
scientific researchers, business entrepre-
neurs and Inventors, artists—provide
enormous public benefits.

Moreover, the Implementation prob-
lems are dizzying. Mr. Clinton said that
he would not allow any job displacement,
which would prevent particlpants from

performing the most valuable work. Any
Job that could possibly be handled by a
union member would have to be excluded
to avoid unremitting labor opposition.

More Important, what work would par-
ticipants do? Today the Peace Corps and
Vista, along with the more than 60 state
and local programs, involve only some
18,000 people. How would we employ
150,000, 250,000, 500,000 or more people?

They would meet ‘‘unmet social
needs,” national-service advocates re-
spond. But as long as human wants are
unlimited, the real number of ‘‘unmet”
social (as well as business) ‘‘needs’ is in-
fInite. It Is meaningless to talk about mil-
lions of ‘‘unmet’’ needs; and since labor is
not a free resource, it would be even more
foolish to try to satisfy all of them.

The key to the national service debate
is opportunity cosls. Paying young people
to shelve library books requires forgoing
both whatever else could be done with the
money they are paid and whatever else
the participants would do. Indeed, the
Clinton program would delay the entry of
hundreds of thousands of people into
higher educational studies and the work
force. There Is no reason to assume that a

dollar going to national service will yield
more benefits than an additional dollar
spent on medical reSearch, technological
Innovation or any number of other pur-
poses, private and public.

Another problem involves the mill-

“tary. The end of the Cold War has

slowed recruiting. Providing educational
benefits, long an important military ve-
hicle for attracting college-capable
youth, for clvilian work may hinder re-
cruiting for what remains the most fun-
damental form of national service—de-
fending the country.

Still. what of the serious problems con-
fronting us? In many iInstances the gov-
ernment bars effective private responses.
Minimum wage laws forbid the hiring of
dedicated but unskilled people and inhibit
rehabilitation programs, like that run by
the Salvation Army; restrictions on para-
transit operations limit private trans-
portatlon for the disabled.

In any case, only narrowly targeted re-
sponses—attracting a few thousand extra
caregivers for the terminally iil, for in-
stance—are likely to work. The pervasive
fraud and waste endemic to ‘‘public ser-
vice” programs like CETA hardly augur
well for yet another large-scale federal ef-
fort at social engineering.

Further, imagine the bureaucracy nec-
essary to decide what jobs constitute ‘‘ser-
vice."” Who would sort through union ob-
Jectlons to '‘unfair competition,”" match
hundreds of thousands of participants to
Individual posts and monitor the quality of
people's work? Consider the disastrous
mess made of the student loan program
by the Educatlon Department: not sur-
prisingly, the Congressional Research
Service has warned that the government
cannot administer the program as effi-

ciently as the private sector. An unwieldy
bureaucracy enforcing the controls that
inevitably follow federal money is not
likely to promote inexpensive and innova-
tive solutions to human needs.

Even worse, federal involvement is
likely to politicize private humanitarian
activities. Congressmen oppose efforts to
close local government offices; interest
groups twist social programs to their ben-
efit; labor unions block proposals to con-
tract out work. Imagine the likely infight-
Ing over a program involving the services
of hundreds of thousands of young peo-
ple. What, for instance, will Mr. Clinton
say when the Democratic Party's favorite
political, sexual and social lobbies, like
Act Up and Planned Parenthood, come
calling to demand “‘their’" quotas of ser-
vice workers?

Finally, money has to be an issue
when the president Is calling for massive
tax hikes. The administration is initially
proposing to spend $9.5 billion over five
years, but the costs could escalate
quickly. Providing participants with two
years of school for every year of work
means that they will earn more than

$60,000-say, $40,000 in tuition breaks'
and $20,000-plus in salary and health
benefits —for “‘serving’’ two years. That's
over $9 billion for 150,000 participants,
not counting the costs of the federal bu-
reaucracy necessary to manage the pro-
gram.

Alas, Mr. Clinton's scheme would
likely end up no bargain. It would expand
federal power, politicize the independent
sector, Increase an already nightmarish
deficit and siphon tens of thousands of
young people out of productive private la-
bor and into make-work projects.

What we need instead Is a renewed
commitment to individual service—some
part-time, some full-time; some through
the family, some through churches and
some through civic groups. America’s
strength is its combination of humanitar-
lan impulses, private association and di-
versity. Which Is why we should keep the
“national’’ out of service.

My. Bandow is a fellow at the Cato Mnsti-
{nte. He is the author of ''Human Resonrces
and Defense Manpower,' published by Na-
tional Defense University.

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

TUESDAY, MARCH 2, 1993

A18































































