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Unintended Consequences 

Among the Lessons of Rachel 
Carson's 'Silent Spring' 

   (Note: This column was first published in 
February 2017.) 
  Like many others, we maintain a bird feeder 
in our yard, keeping it stocked during the 
cold-weather months as well as in the 
summer. The feeder draws a diverse 
clientele—a couple of cardinals, an occasional 
blue jay, mourning doves, and black birds. 
But, by far the largest group to show up is the 
house sparrows. 
   These birds, despite being small, are known 
for their aggressive and, at times, ruthless 
behavior. These traits have aided them in 
staking out territory. Further enhancing their 
cause is an ability to utilize human dwellings 
and outbuildings for nesting purposes. 
They’re also known to confiscate the bird 
houses people have put up, even killing the 
young of other species that have already taken 
residence in those houses. 
   I have wondered as I watch the house 
sparrows flock to our feeder if, in our 
indiscriminate generosity, we’ve made it 
easier for them to survive and proliferate by 
providing them regular substance; an  
 

 
advantage they’ve used to either drive away 
or injure other birds. 
   If so, then it falls under the heading of 
‘unintended consequences’. 
 

 
 
 The cover of the 50th Anniversary Edition 
of Silent Spring.  
 
   UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES was 
certainly among the lessons that Rachel 
Carson offered in her landmark book Silent 
Spring. Published in 1962, Carson used it to 
make case that both overuse and misuse of 
pesticides, in particular DDT, were causing 
harmful and even deadly side effects beyond 
the intended victims. Using scientific and 
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medical studies, she outlined how these 
chemical sprays and powders--spread on farm 
fields, forests and swales, city parks and 
residential lawns, as well as in marshes and 
along the edges of rivers and lakes---were 
adversely affecting birds, fish, and other small 
wildlife. 
   While the target of these pesticides--
mosquitoes, weevils, worms, an array of other 
bugs, and a host of unruly weeds— were seen 
as detrimental to mankind, spreading disease 
and curtailing the quality and quantity of 
agricultural production, the chemicals were 
causing collateral damage. Other insects, 
small creatures, and vegetable were destroyed. 
   But, as Carson sought to point out, the more 
lethal outcome came over time, with the 
residue accumulating in the soil and water 
and, thus, getting into the eco-system. These 
pests and undesirable weeds were the food 
source, the first link in the food chain, for 
several of these smaller creatures. And the 
chemicals lingered where applied, or washed 
into the waterways or adjacent land. 
   The residue would build up in the bodies of 
fish and birds as well as amphibians and small 
animals, thus contaminating the food source 
for creatures further up the food chain. Man, 
she sought to point out, was not immune for 
this domino effect. 
  One of the side effects, according to Carson, 
was a decrease in the reproduction success of 
these critters. In the case of birds, the egg 
shells became more fragile, resulting in fewer 
fledglings. 
  Carson also warned that using too much of 
these pesticides, and doing so in a haphazard 
and widespread manner, made them less and 
less effective. Nature, as she pointed out and 
we have come to better understand, has a 
survival strategy. While a spray might kill off 
nearly all of a certain undesirable insect or 
weed, there nearly always appear to be a few 
survivors. They have some trait or habit that’s 
a little different from the majority of their 

kind that keeps them alive. When two these 
survivors reproduce, the trait or habit is 
passed on and, all too soon, a “super” pest has 
replaced the former one. 
   The same evolution has resulted in various 
germs becoming resistant to our antibiotics 
and cleansers; ones they thought we could 
control. 
____________________________________   
    Carson also warned that using 
too much of these pesticides, and 
doing so in a haphazard and 
widespread manner, made them 
less and less effective. Nature, as 
she pointed out and we have come 
to better understand, has a survival 
strategy. 
_____________________________________ 
     This past January, PBS aired a two-hour 
special, recounting Rachel Carson’s life and 
legacy. The narrators noted that a push-back 
to  Silent Spring came swiftly from the 
chemical companies and the agribusinesses 
that sold these pesticides. 
  An effort to discredit both Carson and her 
findings were part of their strategy. 
    It was also noted that many of the scientists 
who worked for these firms were critical as 
well as dismissive of her and her work. She 
was, after all, only a marine biologist with the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. 
  That’s, perhaps, an understandable reaction. 
These bright minds were creating a brave new 
world with products that helped prevent the 
spread of deadly diseases like malaria as well 
as increasing the supply of food.  The 
possibility that there might be unintended 
consequences in this march of progress was 
not a welcome consideration. 
   Also suggesting, as Carson did, that a large, 
well-heeled industry was “spreading 
disinformation” about the harmful side effects 
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and that public officials were not exercising 
due diligence in their oversight was akin to 
poking a hornet’s nest. 
  Carson said it was not her contention that 
chemical pesticides never be used, but rather 
that a more judicious and cautious approach 
be taken and the situation be monitored. She 
also championed the idea of using more 
natural means of pest control. With time, 
that’s pretty much what’s happened in 
agriculture. Farmers have found it more cost 
effective to be selective in their applications 
of the different insecticides and herbicides, as 
well as with fertilizers. 
 
    CARSON DID NOT LIVE LONG 
AFTER the publication of her book, dying at 
age 56 in 1964. Her legacy would be the 
growing environmental movement, including 
the creation of the U.S. Dept. of 
Environmental Protection in 1970 during the 
Nixon Administration. 
   But part of that legacy is the push-back. The 
efforts to discredit her and her work have 
continued, off and on, over the past half-
century. 
   Her effectiveness with the book came, in 
part, to being a good writer, offering a 
compelling narrative, providing scientific 
information to bolster her claims, and, maybe 
most important of all, presenting an argument 
that made sense to a lot of people. 
  The book fit into growing concerns over the 
pollution of rivers and lakes. People could see 
the ill effects of industries dumping their 
wastes into nearby waterways or storing it in 
holding ponds where the contaminants 
leeched into the groundwater. They also 
understood the problem of municipalities 
discharging raw sewage into the waterways. 
  The growing concern extended to air 
pollution and the health problems and 
environmental harm it was causing. Terms 
like smog and acid rain were becoming part of 
the nation’s vocabulary. People could see the 

dark plumes coming from the smoke stacks 
and factories and power plants as well as the 
exhaust fumes from thousands of vehicles and 
make the connection to respiratory ailments 
and wilted plant life. 
  Here in Michigan, in the 1970’s, we had 
PCP, a fire retardant put by accident into 
cattle feed, causing problems for livestock and 
presenting threat to human health due to it 
getting into the food chain. The after effects 
are still with us forty years later, evident in 
the label that warns us not to eat too many 
fish, particularly salmon, due to this 
contaminant being stored in their fatty 
deposits. 
 

 
    We live in a world of trade-offs, measuring 
the good and bad, the safe course and the less 
certain one, the benefits and the ill effects. 
Nothing is fool proof. This is true with the 
chemicals used in public health and 
agricultural production. There are pros and 
cons that need to be weighed. It is not 
necessarily ‘either-or’ or always “I’m right 
and you’re wrong.” 
   But identifiable (or potential) threats to 
human health certainly demand consideration 
and remedy of prevention or correction. Such 
concerns should not be dismissed in a cavalier 
fashion, tossed aside in favor of current 
expediency. And, the consideration and 
response should not be limited to only human 
affairs. The impact these dangers might pose 
or do pose to other of nature’s creatures and to 
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the habitat vital for their survival ought to 
likewise be part of the measurement. 
    Rachel Carson used the metaphor, but also 
the potential reality, of a ‘silent spring’ as the 
title and theme of her book. With words and 
facts, she painted the image of a landscape 
devoid of nature’s music. Her work succeeded 
because there was evidence of the image 
already in existence. 
   I’ve read where a host of creatures, large 
and small, are facing extinction. Unlike the 
house sparrow, they have not adapted well to 
human habitations and activities or else are 
the victims of changing ecosystems where 
other species are more aggressive or better 
equipped to survive. 
   The polar bears in the Arctic Ocean, with a 
melting Arctic ice cap, appear to be in trouble. 
Also, under duress are the Bengal Tiger in 
India and the gorillas and giraffes of Africa; 
their numbers growing fewer and fewer as 
their respective habitats shrink in size. Even 
the frogs, seemingly abundant, may go the 
way of the Dodo Bird. 
   The loss of these and other familiar 
creatures will probably not occur in our 
lifetime, but without a change in current 
practices or a helping hand, if the trajectory 
remains on course, a future generation might 
no longer see them except in a zoo or man-
made natural preserve, or in a photography 
and on film. They will not realize what they 
no longer have. 
   Closer to home is the report that frogs, 
seemingly abundant in numbers, might also be 
in trouble. I find that an alarming scenario. 
Imagine if you will, driving along a country 
road on a warm spring evening and instead of 
the chorus of peppers permeating the night 
air, there is only silence—their distinct sound 
only an echo of memory.  
   This, too, might be among our list of 
unintended consequences if we are not both 
careful and vigilant. 

POINT-COUNTERPOINT 

Does Character Matter 
in Our Political Leaders? 
    Below are two differing opinions on 
whether character matters in public office  
 
Point: Character is Valued, 
but Policy is now Priority 

 
By David W. Almasi 
    People say they value integrity in their 
elected officials. Voting trends, however, 
indicate increasing interest in effectiveness.  
    That’s probably why “values voters” like 
Family Research Council President Tony 
Perkins are willing to give President Donald 
Trump a “mulligan” on his personal foibles. 
    Consider how Alabama voters chose Doug 
Jones over the very flawed and scandal-
plagued Roy Moore in last year’s special 
Senate election by less than 2 percent. Despite 
allegations of sexual misconduct involving 
teenage girls during the height of the #metoo 
movement, Moore almost won because he 
was the conservative candidate in a 
traditionally conservative and religious state. 
    A poll by JMC Analytics, conducted just 
after the first allegations against Moore came 
out, gave him 71 percent support among 
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Alabama’s evangelical voters. After more 
allegations surfaced, his support dropped only 
by 6 percentage points. 
    Alabama is full of Southern Baptists, whose 
leadership declared in 1998: “We urge all 
Americans to embrace and act on the 
conviction that character does count in public 
office, and to elect those officials and 
candidates who, although imperfect, 
demonstrate consistent honesty, moral purity 
and the highest character.” 
   So what happened? 
    They considered the alternative. Within 
four months, the newly elected Jones has 
already been denounced by the Alabama state 
Senate for voting against a proposed ban on 
abortions after five months of pregnancy. His 
first Senate speech called for greater 
restrictions on guns. Values voters 
undoubtedly held their noses as they voted for 
Moore over Jones. 
    Evangelical Christians may desire 
candidates with moral character, but they 
ultimately want someone who will fight for 
them. A 2015 poll by the Barna Group, a 
Christian-oriented research organization, 
found evangelicals placed policy positions 
over character by a margin of 58 percent to 46 
percent. The economy was as important to 
them as abortion. 
     More important, values voters want 
someone fighting for them. A 2016 Barna poll 
found 87 percent of evangelicals “frustrated” 
with the government. A 2015 poll by LifeWay 
Research found 82 percent of evangelicals 
feared increasing anti-Christian intolerance. 
 
President Trump may not embody values they 
cherish in themselves, but he has repeatedly 
vowed to protect their religious liberty and 
proclaimed his administration “will always 
stand up for the right of all Americans to pray 
to God and to follow his teachings.” 
    It’s a far cry from his predecessor, who 
complained about “bitter” people “cling(ing] 

to guns or religion.” Or being lumped into 
Hillary Clinton’s “basket of deplorables” for 
their moral beliefs. 
    In our increasingly polarized political 
environment, character is becoming a want 
instead of a need. 
    My wife and I differ on fundamental 
criteria for selecting a presidential candidate. 
It personifies the divide between personality 
and process. She wants someone better than 
she sees herself. Her support for Mitt Romney 
skyrocketed in 2012 after hearing testimonials 
about him rolling up his sleeves to work the 
floor at companies Bain Capital invested in 
and helping a dying child compose a will. 
Alternatively, I’ve always wanted a president 
to hire people I’ve worked with during my 
Washington tenure. It’s not my scheme to get 
on the White House Christmas card list, but 
an assurance that people I trust are setting 
policy. 
    Neither of us supported Trump in the 
primaries, but we did in the general election. 
We’ve been happy with his administration. 
President Trump met my standard, with many 
of my colleagues becoming high-ranking 
members of his team (while remaining absent 
from the Christmas card list). My wife is 
happy with her raise and bonus at work, 
among other things. 
    It’s not just me. The Heritage Foundation is 
happy the president embraced 64 percent of 
its policy priorities during his first year in 
office — a feat outpacing the Reagan 
administration. 
 
Heritage, my wife and I, and evangelical 
voters will weather Stormy Daniels to benefit 
from tax reform, deregulation and more 
effective immigration policy. 
    After lackluster governance and stagnation 
by likable leaders, Americans are trying out a 
dynamic new one. President Harry S. Truman 
said: “Men make history and not the other 
way around. In periods where there is no 
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leadership, society stands still. Progress 
occurs when courageous, skillful leaders seize 
the opportunity to change things for the 
better.” 
    Character is nice, but getting things done 
— now, more than ever — is key. 
     David W. Almasi is the vice president of 
the National Center for Public Policy 
Research, a free-market think tank in 
Washington. He wrote this 
for InsideSources.com. 
 
 
Counterpoint: Character is 
Destiny 

 
By Robert Weissman 
    “Character is destiny,” the Greek 
philosopher, Heraclitus, famously said. 
    Two and a half millennia after Heraclitus 
lived, Donald Trump and his administration 
are proving the point. 
    Without undertaking a psychological 
inquiry into his emotional well-being, we 
know a lot about President Trump’s character, 
based on what he says and writes about 
himself, not to mention what we’ve seen from 
him over four decades as a public figure. He 
is boastful (he brags about it). He’s 
transactional. He’s hypermaterialistic, and he 
cares a great deal about appearance. His 
relationship to the truth is, at best, shaky (he 
brags about that, too). He likes conflict and 
unpredictability. He believes that admitting 

error is a sign of weakness and that he should 
hit back 10 times as hard at his critics. He 
doesn’t like to read, doesn’t care much about 
policy details, and makes decisions from the 
gut. 
    These are not the kind of values and 
attributes I’d like to pass on to my children — 
but there’s no question that they have brought 
Donald Trump great success, including 
propelling him to unlikely victory in a 
presidential campaign. 
    But these character traits are ill serving 
Trump well as president, and indeed 
threatening the country. It is character even 
more than policy that has immersed Trump in 
an unprecedented parade of scandals. It is 
character as much as policy that is most 
imperiling our nation. Consider: 
    —As the original sin of his administration, 
Trump refused to divest his expansive 
business holdings. There is no such precedent 
for a president maintaining such all-
encompassing conflicts of interest, 
which violate the spirit and arguably the letter 
of the U.S. Constitution’s anti-bribery 
(“emoluments”) clause. But Trump imagines 
himself immune from standards applied to 
others. He cares too much about seeing his 
name atop buildings that he owns. The direct 
result has been a profound corruption of 
government policymaking — on everything 
from taxes to clean water policy — as the 
administration makes decisions that directly 
effect Trump’s business empire. 
    —Trump continues to repeat the lie that 
voter fraud is a significant problem and 
explains why he lost the popular vote. His 
grandiosity does not enable him to 
acknowledge that Hillary Clinton received 
more votes. As a result, he looks silly for 
embracing transparently untrue claims; and, 
more seriously, he perpetuates a myth 
designed to suppress the vote of minority 
voters. 
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    —Trump cannot stomach the fact that his 
campaign is being investigated by Special 
Counsel Robert Mueller for possible collusion 
with Russian interference in the 2016 election. 
If it is true that there was no collusion, then 
Trump should welcome an inquiry to resolve 
the matter. But Trump believes himself above 
the law and disdains the constitutional checks 
and balances that are the bedrock of our 
working democracy.  
   What he believes in his gut is that if 
attacked, he should hit back harder. Hence the 
reckless decision to fire FBI Director James 
Comey, and his repeated efforts — so far, 
stillborn — to dismiss Mueller. Irrespective of 
whether any Russian collusion occurred, the 
president cannot be permitted to fire an 
independent investigator simply because the 
investigator is looking into allegations of 
misconduct by the president himself, or those 
close to him. That’s the pathway to 
authoritarian rule. 
    All of these are problems — and many 
others — of Trump’s own making. By and 
large, they don’t reflect any particular 
ideology or program. Rather, they are a direct 
outgrowth of his personality and character. 
    The effect of these character defects are 
broader still. Trump’s example has been 
emulated by his Cabinet and political 
appointees, who apparently have similar 
qualities. The grandiosity and disregard for 
ethical standards is pervasive in the 
administration, evidenced most recently by 
EPA Administrator Scott Pruitt’s use of a 
lobbyist’s condominium for just $50 a night.  
     Even more consequentially, Trump’s 
impetuousness has created a chaotic White 
House with seat-of-the-pants decision-
making. It is entirely likely that the White 
House’s erratic process will lead our nation 
into a dangerous and unnecessary war with 
Iraq, North Korea, Syria or an enemy to be 
determined. 

    Most elected officials run for office out of a 
sense of public service — but they also tend 
to have very healthy egos. For better or for 
worse, that’s almost part of the job 
description. Still, as he himself says, President 
Trump is not like other politicians. He is a 
character unlike others, and his character is 
unlike others. As a result, we’re destined to 
lurch from crisis to crisis, peril to peril, as 
long as he is president. 
    Robert Weissman is president of Public 
Citizen (www.citizen.org). He wrote this 
for InsideSources.com. 
 
Michigan State Police seeking 
volunteers for faith-based 
community policing initiative  
    The Michigan State Police (MSP) is looking 
for volunteers to join its CAUTION initiative, 
which stands for Community Action United 
Team in Our Neighborhood.  
     CAUTION is a partnership between the 
MSP and clergy and faith group members of 
all faiths that works to increase trust and 
communication between law enforcement and 
residents.  
     The MSP created CAUTION in 2012 at the 
Flint Post. Since that time, the program has 
expanded to include faith leaders in Saginaw, 
Inkster, Muskegon Heights and Benton 
Harbor, with a total of 103 trained volunteers 
currently participating in the program.  
     Due to the program’s success, CAUTION is 
expanding statewide in 2018 to each of MSP’s 
30 posts. CAUTION members meet regularly 
with post personnel to encourage dialog and 
information-sharing.  
     They can also be activated to respond 
alongside law enforcement at crime scenes to 
ease tensions and provide emotional support to 
residents. CAUTION members will partner 
with MSP members at civic events and 
diversionary events that seek to deter future 
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criminal behavior in their communities. The 
MSP provides various training to CAUTION 
volunteers, some which includes courses in 
critical incident defusing/debriefing, security 
in places of worship, responding with law 
enforcement in a crisis, avoiding caregiver 
burnout and clergy’s role at a critical incident 
scene. There is also an annual statewide 
CAUTION conference.  
     Interested individuals in Livingston and 
Washtenaw counties please contact 
Community Service Trooper (CST) Olivia 
Sivy of the State Police Brighton Post to learn 
more (810) 227-1051. 
 

Senator Joe Hune voices 
opposition to proposed 
auto insurance rate 
increase 

 
By Joe Hune, 22nd District 
    Michigan Car Insurance & the Tax-payer 
Michigan law requires you to have car 
insurance that includes unlimited personal 
injury protection (PIP) coverage. We are the 
only state that does this, and, not surprisingly, 
Michigan’s car insurance rates are the highest 
in the nation and almost twice the national  
average. They are about to get even higher, 
too.  

     The Michigan Catastrophic Claims 
Association said that they are going to raise 
their fee on Michigan drivers by another 13 
percent in July, up to $192 per vehicle. What is 
the Michigan Catastrophic Claims Association, 
you ask? It’s an insurance company for 
insurance companies, funded by the tax-payer.  
     The MCCA reimburses Michigan insurance 
companies for the largest claims ($555,000 or 
more) made by people involved in a car crash. 
Michigan’s unlimited health coverage for car-
related accidents means that insurance claims 
can be very costly to insurers, but instead of 
bearing that cost themselves, insurers are 
passing the bill directly on to Michigan 
drivers.  
     There are many areas where opportunities 
exist to lower costs. For example, giving 
drivers more options for insurance coverage 
that include less extreme PIP plans, and 
rooting out the insurance fraud by 
implementing common sense policies like 
family care attendant caps.  
     Without making changes to our car 
insurance law, Michiganders will have to pay 
ever higher rates: an unsustainable cost for 
most people. Seniors, already covered by 
Medicare, will have to pay twice for medical 
coverage as they are still required to pay the 
enormous PIP insurance rates even though 
Medicare would cover nearly all of the same 
medical costs.  
     I strongly oppose this rate increase and if 
you’d like to voice your concern, contact the 
Michigan Department of Insurance and 
Financial Services.  
    As always, if you have any questions or need 
information, please contact my office toll-free 
at 855-JOE-HUNE or email my office at 
SenJHune@senate.michigan.gov and my staff 
will be happy to assist you. My website, www. 
SenatorJoeHune.com, is also a good resource. 
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Government Taxation: 
Impact of a Policy 

Local Decision-makers have 
Power to Change Tax Policy 

By David S. Rowley,  
Michigan State University Extension 
    Public taxation is potentially a double-
edged sword. The public expects and, on 
occasion, demands its units of government to 
provide ever-greater level of services. At the 
local level, such services may include police 
and fire protection, water and wastewater 
utilities, paved streets with storm sewers and 
streetlights and parks for recreation. Such 
services are not without their costs. Moreover, 
while the public expects these services, 
taxpayers are not jumping for joy when the 
tax bill arrives. 
    Taxation is different at different levels of 
government. The federal government relies 
upon the income tax as administered through 
the Internal Revenue Service. State 
governments also rely on a state income tax, 
but also supplement their income through 
additional taxes such as the individual sales 
tax, vehicle registration fees and the gasoline 
tax. The use of all of these taxes at the various 
levels of government will produce different 
results and modes of behavior. At the local 
level though, the property tax is the primary 
source of funding for all local programs. Here, 
one may view the use of taxation to produce a 
policy outcome. 
    Local units may develop an overall plan, 
mission statement or jurisdiction wide goals. 
Such a concept is designed to drive the budget 
in a certain direction to provide the services 
members of the local community have come 
to expect. In Michigan, the property tax is a 
result of the calculation of a taxable value 
times a local millage rate. While the taxable 
value is highly regulated process utilized by 

the local assessing officer to determine the tax 
base, the authority of the elected officials 
determines the millage rate. State law does 
regulate local units to the point of setting 
maximum limits for the property tax and 
millage rate. However, as long as a local unit 
of government is under the maximum 
allowable rate, it has the authority within 
statutory procedures to raise the millage rate 
any amount up to the allowable maximum. 
    As an example, assume that a local unit of 
government has a current millage rate of 15 
mills. The maximum allowable rate by state 
law is 20 mills. The local policy makers (i.e. 
elected officials) could conceptually raise the 
millage rate to a higher amount and 
everyone’s property taxes would increase.    
     Such a move could raise a substantial 
amount of money in response to a perceived 
need or change in policy for the local 
community. For instance, the local unit may 
be may be attempting to finance the purchase 
of a parcel of property to expand a fire station 
or as a new waterfront park. Such an 
expansion could improve public service and 
in some cases even create new employment 
opportunities. However, this change in tax 
policy could also potentially change or 
influence public behavior by creating a 
negative impact on the local real estate 
market.  
     A substantial mill increase, while legally 
permitted in this example, may have an 
adverse effect on the market by slowing down 
the number of real estate sale transactions 
and, in reality, be a negative impact on the 
local unit by driving away potential new 
homebuyers even though the future expansion 
may increase public service and even create 
jobs. As with any government policy or 
action, moderation is the key. 
   This article was published by Michigan 
State University Extension.  
 


