THE COMMUNITY LEADER'S LETTER

Il scoNOMIC BRIEF NO. 13
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... If government did not exist, we would

have to invent it to provide basic services

that will not be forthcoming from the
private sector.
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Why are citizens always frus-
trated with the government?
Why can’t government be run
more efficiently, like a busi-
ness?

Picking on government is
probably the number one spec-
tator sport in America, even
surpassing football. Some of
the complaints are deserved.
Governments are bureaucrat-
ic, inept, and sometimes cor-
rupt.

But government also has a
tough assignment. Even a gov-

ernment of saints would pro-
duce less satisfactory outcomes
than citizens get from their
local retailer or manufacturers
of their toaster ovens. Let’s
consider two sources of frus-
tration with government.
Alice, Mary, and John—three
citizens of Anytown—drop in
at their local fast food place
for dinner. Alice gets a roast
beef sandwich with a little
barbecue sauce. Mary ison a
diet; she orders a salad. John
hasadouble cheeseburgerwith
all the trimmings, even the

pickle. They can all pay sepa-
rately and all eat together,
enjoying each other’s compa-
ny while satisfying their dif-
ferent tastes. This is the pri-
vate sector at its best.

After dinner, Alice, Mary and
John head down to their city
council, which is voting on a
neighborhood park. Alice
wants a softball diamond and
basketball court for her teen-
agers. John wants slides,
swings, and a duck pond for
his little kids. Mary has no
kids, lives near the
park, and does not
want to spend her
tax dollars on some-
thing she won't use
and that will just
cause noise and litter in her
neighborhood.

City council, in its great wis-
dom, puts buffer trees by the
side of the park and cuts the
duck pond to provide for the
basketball court, but there’s
not enough space or money for
softball. The art of compro-
mise makes three citizens un-
happy. The fact that govern-
ment means “one size fits all”
for both service and price inev-
itably creates dissatisfaction
because nobody gets exactly
what he or she wants.

A second reason for frustra-
tion with the pubic sector comes
from the fact that most of the
goods and services that gov-
ernments produce are produc-
tion activities that the private
sector is unable or unwilling to
undertake.

If there’s a profit, if it's pos-
sible to identify potential cus-
tomers and give each what he
or she wants in exchange for a
price, the private sector jumps
in. Governments produce things
that everyone consumes wheth-
er they want to or not and pays
for whether they want the ser-
vice or not. If there are bene-
ficiaries who can consume with-
out paying, if the good or ser-
vice is a basic necessity to
which the poor may not other-
wise have access, if production
for one is production for all, if
your consumption impacts on
my welfare, the government
gets the job.

Yes, government is often in-
efficient and sometimes unre-
sponsive and corrupt. There is
always room for improvement.
But if government did not ex-
ist, we would have to invent it
to provide basic services that
will not be forthcoming from
the private sector.
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