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Disclaimer

The following information presents the views of the author.  It does not include any specific advice on courses of action that may be appropriate for your situation.  Before buying, or selling, real estate, stocks, bonds, or other instruments, consult with your financial advisor and legal counsel when appropriate.  This article discusses a wide range of risks presented by developments in modern society.  Action in response to this article is strictly the responsibility of the reader.  A few comments are dated in this article, written in mid-1998.

Introduction

The broad purpose of this document is assess some of the lesser-known risks that are afoot in the world today, and give you, the reader, a sense of perspective so that you may better prepare your personal plans of action to cope with any unpredictable eventuality.  

The work plan for this document is:

1. A historical  view of risk and rewards. 

 We’ll look at some of the great motivators and where the world is at this particular moment in human affairs. The focus here is to help you start to “think outside the box” as it relates to assessing risks in your life.

2. Viewing present risks.
We will explore present risks and assess which ones present the greatest risk to you.

3. Develop a systems perspective.
You will learn a identify opportunities where previously you didn’t see any.

4. Systematic Assessment.
We’ll summarize how this systematic view of risks can be put to work in everyday affairs to give you a strength, competence, and confidence, that should stand you (and your loved ones) in good stead.


The Motivators – Drivers of History

To best understand where the world is today, an historical perspective is useful.  Insight into history helps get a grasp on where things are going, because many of life’s problems have been addressed by previous generations.  Because the same problems are solved over, and over, again, history is cyclical.  Lessons learned by one generation are forgotten within a century, and the lessons must be learned again.

So what drives history? A hierarchy of motivators, the need hierarchy, proposed by Abraham Maslow
 is instructive.  What seems to drive history are physical needs, like hunger, and psychological needs like the need to be wanted, hugged, loved, and hold power over others.  If you look at history as food, sex, and power, you’ve got a pretty good grasp of what drives historical developments.  

Many academics view religion as having a pivotal role in history.  While true in certain periods, it is untrue of others.  However, generalizing religion as a “holding of power over others” transcends the Common Era perception.

World War I was not a religious war, nor was the U.S. Civil War.  They, and all wars I have read about, were wars about  “holding power over others”.

History and Today

 We are living at the end of several very long cyclical secular trends that are shaping our lives – agree with them or not.  When you list them in a certain order, however, you can see how present history is, to borrow a spreadsheet term, one large circular reference:

A. Government: It has reached near its maximum size and is now beginning to contract.  This breeds the next issue, for as government contracts, what takes its place?

B. Religion, after attaining an historical low, is making a comeback. The reason is people have what many describe as “a kind of hollow feeling”.  Recognizing the “hollow feeling” leads to the question: what caused it?

C. The workweek has continued to expand, increasing pressure on personal and family commitments.  As a direct consequence…

D. Families have been stretched beyond the breaking point. But most people justify their families falling apart because “they need to earn more money”, which brings us to:

E. The concepts of money and worth have become blurred, confused, and nearly meaningless.  But without money, you can’t pay taxes, and feel like you’re getting ahead, right?  So whom do you blame?  (Hint: Go back to ‘A’ on this list!)

Historical Context

There was a time in the world when things were not this way.  Government was small, and in many cases, intertwined with religion. The workweek in the Middle Ages and Renaissance was much shorter.  There was more time for the family.  Boys didn’t have to form gangs, to learn to be men, because their fathers were around
 to teach them what being a man was all about.

The divorce rate has never been higher.  But the reasons are usually cloaked – and we’ll explore this in a moment.

The bottom line, sold to us at every turn, is that if you have enough money you can have it all.  Well, sadly, for most of the world, this is not honestly the case.

Your First Action Point

Remember I said that the reasons for divorce “are usually cloaked”?  Let me explain what I mean.

The media in modern societies present images that determine in our own heads, what constitutes “success”.  

Who does the selling?  Well, media does, in the first instance, but we echo that sales message in a lot of social interactions.  These echo behaviors strongly reinforce the original media images, until they have become “the way things are”. 

Think about how we pay for open-air (non-cable) television and radio, for instance.  The way we pay for this service is with our attention to advertising messages.  

Even Public Television puts on periodic fund-raisers and supports them with “product”.  Granted, a T-shirt, a coffee mug, or your own three-volume VHS tape series of wild animals, may not seem all that intrusive, but the point is that you were being asked to pay. 

The things you see, and hear, at a deep, inner value, level determine how you behave.  

In the case of advertising, most of the behaviors being modified are designed to increase your likelihood of buying some particular good or service.  Magazines? Well, it’s the same thing. In most cases, the price you pay at the newsstand only covers the cost of distributions (getting the magazine from the printer to the seller).  The real money in magazines is in advertising sales – those neat looking ads on the inside between the covers.

The Internet (where you probably heard about this personal planning guide)?  There’s not presently a way to tariff the web today, except as a user charge for access, and by attention to advertising messages which pop up.  This is the idea behind the Link Exchange, and other Internet based marketing concepts.

The reason that most companies are putting up web sites today has little to do with customer service.  The real name of the game is to sell you more of something.  The reason the Internet is popular from a marketing standpoint is that it is a very convenient way to sell something.

Fine, but so what?

A fact of life that you may not have come to is that how you live, how you spend, and what you dream of accomplishing, is largely determined by what you have seen and heard – and what you have been sold as being desirable.

In order to break out of the mold, and begin taking conscious control of you life, you need to be aware of how you may presently be part of a self-hypnotized group of folks called “consumers”. 

There has never been a group of such narcissistic people at any time in history.  Why?  Because we have never be subject to media – and the advertising messages that fund it, on the grand scale that we are subjected to it today.

ThinK your wife is cute?  Watch an episode of Bay Watch.  What are you sold?  T & A, stunning blonde babes with quick wits and literally bulging in all the right places.  Ever notice that the women in beer commercials are universally sexy & available?  Well, having been on the selling side of media, I can assure you that using sexy models has nothing to do with the “aesthetics”.  It has everything to do with what motivates males.  One of my mentors in broadcasting, where I spent 15 year as a professional journalist, summed it up this way: "Sex sells. Anyone who tells you anything else is full of crap.  If you want to move product, or get ratings, sell sex.”

Your first action point, in planning to assure your personal survival, is to become consciously aware, 24 hours a day, of what you are being sold.  Every time you see, or hear, something you think you need, ask yourself “Why?” 

The odds are pretty good that the answer will be that you are being sold something.

Learning to See Risks

You are being presented with all kinds of  risks every day. One way to understand risks is to slot them into one of three categories:

1. Unconscious risks.  These are risks that you don’t even think about because you have been “told or sold” the idea that the risk is acceptable.  Riding in a jet airliner, and driving a car are two examples of unconscious risks.

2. Semi-conscious risks.  These are risks that you think about only once in a while.  An example of this might be the crime rate in your local community.  If you are like most folks, you don’t think about the crime rate very often, until you find yourself in a potentially risky situation.  Statistically, you probably don’t think about the odds of your home being burgled very often.  Especially when you leave for work in the morning, you probably don’t think about the risk of crime.  When this type of risk surfaces to consciousness us usually when you have had time to think about something other than pressing matters of the moment.  “Honey, did you unplug the iron, before we left on vacation?”  This is almost never a question that you hear during the week.  But, leave on vacation, and it emerges as soon as assessing the level of risk becomes inconvenient.

3. Fully conscious risks are those that you think about a lot.  Listening to all of the reports of “road rage” and then being cut off on the freeway three minutes later, is an example of fully conscious risk, as you gesture back at the offending driver.  There are a lot of conscious risks. For example, if you are offered a job in San Francisco, one of the risks you would almost certainly consider is that of a major earthquake.  Another risk has to do with finding and affording housing in that overheated market.

This first method of assessing risks is not very precise, except it does help to open your perspective and help you understand that there are risks you are aware of, and those that you are not.

Personal Risks and Systemic Risks

This another way you can "slice & dice" risk.  What I propose to you is this: There are some risks that are intensely personal in nature, and other risks that are systemic in nature.  A systemic risk is a risk to a system that supports how you like to live.

An example of a personal risk is that risk of developing cancer.  This is a very real personal risk that is determined by personal genetics, the environment that you live in, and to a certain extent, how well you watch your stress and nutrition. 

A Personal Risk is something that can kill you directly.

The other kind of risk is systemic risks.  These are risks to the major “systems” that support your lifestyle.  Let me introduce the systems to you: There are seven.

1. Food

2. Shelter

3. Communications

4. Transportation

5. Energy

6. Finance

7. Environment

If you upset the apple cart, far enough, you can end up just as dead as a Personal Risk.

These risks change in nature over your lifetime.  When you are very young, assuming you are moderately healthy, your biggest risk is interruption of your food source.  Your parents worried about transportation, food, putting a roof over your head, and so forth.

The middle years, between about age 18 and retirement, are when you deal most with systemic risks.  Upon passing retirement, your emphasis slowly comes back to the Personal Risks.

It’s like a big Bell Curve: Personal Risks at both ends, and systemic risks in the middle.

Discussion of the Risks

People don’t like to talk about risks very much, and any life insurance salesman will as much tell you so.  This is why, give the nature of many of the risks afoot in the world today, many people will not survive very comfortably, if at all, in the event that a major systemic risk becomes realized.

Personal Risks

Modern medicine has done a lot to extend our lives.  But, extended or not, we all will pass away at some time.  Under normal conditions, no one wants to die.  But, like it or not, everyone will…at some time.

What can you do about postponing the inevitable?  There are too obvious moves you can make.  One is purely medical, while the other is purely mental.  General Health and Goals will give you a tremendous edge against any personal risk.

It sounds trite to begin with health, but if you don’t have your health, everything else doesn’t matter.  

Make the checklist of personal health risks and start working on the biggest one or two.  If you can’t come up with a long list of personal faults to focus on, ask your spouse: they usually have very long lists!  

Medicine isn’t everything.  To cultivate a powerful determination and practice holding yourself in high personal esteem, have BIG GOALS.

The most powerful tool you have when confronting a Personal Risk is your mental attitude.  As famous commentator Earl Nightingale
 put it “Attitude is Everything”

If you need to strengthen your attitude, develop a close circle of friends.  Attend a church or become involved in a civic group.  It’s a medical fact: People who have the most to look forward to, live longest.

Whether your quest is for a larger income, a second home, a new car, a better physique, if you have a goal that you’re really committed to, your body will change to meet that goal.

One of my goals, when my son turned 18 was to take a long motorcycle trip.  Something like a trip from Vancouver, Canada, to Mexico City.  Why is this important to me?  Because I didn’t realize how broadening travel was when I was young.  I want my children to learn from my experiences, plus have some good ones of their own.  As it turned out, we didn't do the "big trip".  Before graduating from high school, my son went to work in the hotel industry and has been doing that ever since. Still, I keep in good enough shape to ride a motorcycle 300-500 miles per day, on the off chance he'll get some time off.

Meantime, I've chosen to live on a sailboat.  This keeps me active and there is always something to tinker with.

Ask yourself what your goals are.  Then, make a list of the personal habits that support your goals.  I have a mile long list of goals, and one by one, I am ticking them off.  Do you have personal goals?  Are they written down?

I want to dwell for just a moment more on goals to drive home a point about cancer and depression.

Goals come in two types: Goals we articulate and goals we actuate.

W world famous concert pianist was greeting fans following a hugely successful broadcast performance.  A fan came up and gushed “Oh, I would give anything to be able to play piano like you.” 

The pianists reply? “No, you wouldn’t.”

Your Second Action Point

The second action step is to have one or two major goals in life and be acting on them in everything you do.

While the world careens all topsy-turvy, and we may experience the systemic failures we’ll discuss on later pages, you need to prepare yourself and enjoy your life.  Enjoying of a life comes from accomplishments.  Accomplishments follow goal setting, and action to achieve the goal.

If I were to ask you, right now, what are your three biggest goals, would they be right at the tip of your tongue?  Would they be crystal clear and well articulated?  

If not, get out a piece of paper and follow this planning exercise:

1. Number three pieces of paper.

2. On one piece of paper, write down 20 years.  Assume for the purposes of this exercise that you know with certainty that you will die in precisely 20 years.  So, on this piece of paper, write the ten most important things you want to do with your life before you die.  Make them big enough goals so that you can’t do them quickly.  Make them BIG and worthy.  Want to climb Mt. Everest?  Seriously?  Write it down.

3. On the second piece of paper, title it “Three Years”.  Now, assume that you have been to the doctor and he has told you that you have precisely three years to live from this moment.  What are three or four items from your 20-year list that you would want to accomplish before you die?  Write them down.

4. Last, pick up the blank piece of paper and write down 6 months.  Go to the 3-year list and pick only one item from the list.  This is your immediate goal.  Write down all the obstacles for the goal that you can think of, to make sure it is achievable.  For example, running a 4-minute mile doesn’t make sense if you are confined to a wheelchair.  Rolling an 8-minute mile, however, may be a reasonable goal.

5. Once you’ve gotten this immediate goal, ask yourself how committed you are to achieving it.  Was it “Learn to fly an airplane?”  Well, that’s an easy 6-month goal.  Complete a college degree?  Sorry, that does require a minimum of 18 months in most states
, but with very reputable home study (the buzz-word in education these days is “distance learning”) programs, anyone can obtain a degree.

Want a big job promotion?  No sweat.  A new car?  Too easy.  How about a new home?  

The toughest part of this section is bridging the gap between an articulated goal and an actualized goal.

The part of writing it down and getting you to think about your goal is called articulating. 

The hardest part of a goal is actualizing it.  Fortunately, there is a secret ingredient to hitting every single goal you ever set for yourself!

It is simply this: Cut every goal into small “day-sized” actions.  Making a list of sub-goals that support a larger goal, is what separates the “winners and losers” in life.

One of the secrets I found while studying AADD
 and ADHD
, is that some personality types simply can not stay focussed long enough on a problem to successfully solve it.  Attention deficit personalities are great planners, but something goes awry before the task in completed.  The person loses focus and drifts on to another project without completing the first one.  As a result, AADD sufferers tend to jump from one interesting part of life to another, without reaping long-term rewards.

The trick taught AADD patients is simple: Make a list of small doable tasks, write them on note cards, and once you begin on a pile of note cards, do all of them before you pick up the next pile of note cards for the next task.

This insures that the attention deficit person will remember to do “finishing” work that is often the difference between success and failure. I remember, when I was young (ADHD runs in my family) I always had a terrible time putting tools away when I was done with a project.  I realize today, that my tendency to print documents before spell checking is one way that ADHD works to rush me through the end of a project.

I want to share this with you because ADHD is one of a number of Personal Risks that is not deeply understood.  What this aspect of medicine is teaching us is that as we have more and more sources of stimulus, we have greater and greater challenges getting projects completed.

Before you begin working on any goal, spend a few minutes and ask yourself these questions:

1. Is the goal worth doing?

2. What can stop me from reaching the goal? How will I handle each obstacle?

3. Does this goal feed some bigger goal?

4. Can I skip this goal?
  

5. Is there an off-the-shelf solution?

6. Can I buy a ready-made solution to this problem?

Personal risks from health are addressable, to some extent.  Personal accomplishment is at risk without adequate goals.  There is one last Personal Risk to assess:

Information Overload Risk

I mention attention deficit disorder in the previous section to alert you to a larger problem: Information overload.  The upside to the communications revolution, started by Bell and Marconi, is that we can instantly learn infinite detail about almost any event, anywhere on the planet.

The downside of the communications revolution is that we do not have a built-in nature defense to “too much data”.  So, when confronted by “too much”, our reaction is to juggle goals, try to do too much, and then, mentally beat ourselves up when we can’t always fit the “media model”.  The media model is that every man should be a Ward Cleaver and every woman should be a June Cleaver
.

Information seems to have an addictive quality to it.  The more information people have, the more they seem to want.  Yet, having more information clearly doesn’t give anyone an upper hand.

While it is true that quality information can assist you in making good financial decisions, the amount of information is not an indicator of quality.

Your Third Action Point

Begin to sensitize yourself to information that will either help you understand systemic conditions or will support your major goals.  At the same time, though, recognize that a tremendous amount of what goes into your head on a daily basis is just so much noise.  Commercials, while sometimes entertaining, continuously try to sell you things you may not need.

Admittedly, some people can’t stand quiet.  The "why" varies from person to person. Learning to appreciate quiet and how to create quiet even in the noisiest areas is a worthy pursuit.

With only a few exceptions, like the History and Travel channels, media doesn’t deal with historical events.  Most of it is of consequence only to the families or people directly involved. 

The next time you hear a “big story” breaking on CNN, ask yourself “How does this affect me?”  In many cases it won’t.

Local television newscasts are usually loaded with car accidents, the odd murder case, court appearances, and the like, that have little consequence in your real life.  (Remember your real life is the one where you are setting and reaching your own goals!)

There’s nothing wrong with watching television news, except that it:

1. Takes 30 minutes of your life.

2. Gives you 17 minutes
 of news.

3. Of this, 4 minutes is sports.

4. 4 minutes is weather.

5. This leaves 9 minutes of news.

6. Of this, the odds are about 1 in 10 that 1 minute may be important from a systemic or personal risk standpoint.

So, what about the weather and sports?  In terms of being a well-rounded person, it is nice and socially acceptable to be able to talk about sports.  

But let me give you a different view of sports.  Why bother?

Sports are not going to help you achieve your major goal, unless, of course, you plan to play pro ball as your goal.

Sports support a huge infrastructure of overpaid, under-educated players, who do not generally role model good behavior.  In other words, what passes for sport has little to do with sportsmanship any more.

Professional sports are not participant oriented activities. What you get on the tube is generally professional sports because that’s who gives sports announcers free tickets, and something easy to talk about.

What you generally don’t see are participation sports, with the exception of golf.  I happen to like golf, sailing, fishing, and hunting because I can participate even at my own mediocre level.  One of my personal goals at the moment is to break 100 in golf.  So I watch a little golf to see which clubs are used, and so forth.

But beyond seeking out golf coverage?  Interviewing some friends who are world class sailors (drivers of ULDB’s
) and talking about tackle with local fishermen everywhere is about my interest in sports.

Weather forecasts?  Even more trash for the masses, I’m afraid.  Here’s why:

Most people living in urban areas dress for pretty much the same conditions year round. The reason is obvious if you think about it.  People live in air-conditioned homes, cars, and offices.  

“Everybody talks about the weather, but nobody does anything about it”, quipped Mark Twain.  

Yes, it is interesting that it was 86 degrees today in Centerville, Florida.  But, so what?  It is interesting that the weather will be 10 degrees cooler here tomorrow, but because I live in a house, walk 20 feet to a car, and park in an underground parking garage, so what?  People who take a bus to work have more of a legitimate interest in weather.

Strange as it may sound, some of the top CEO’s of big companies, could not tell you more than a word or two about the weather anywhere.  They might mention that “It was hot in LA yesterday”, but that’ll be about it.

From the standpoint of personal planning, what makes sense is to read a newspaper once a day, and then only very selectively.  Skim the headlines and look for things that will reinforce or modify your view of the world.  The kind of stories to look for might include:

1. Personal Risks stories are those which will give you statistics and useful facts about crime, medicine, dental, and political issues.

2. Food stories are about major supply and demand changes, 

3. Shelter stories deal with your housing costs.

4. Communications stories explain the battle going on for your communications dollar.

5. Transportation stories are those which offer you new ways to get around.

6. Economic stories give you insight into whether the country is headed for inflation or deflation
.

7. Environment stories tell you how the environment is changing from the big picture (El Nino) to the little picture (the local pollution was discovered in _____stories).

8. Energy stories will give you a view of supply and demand, and will give you a sense of what will be happening to prices.

When you skim a news source with a careful eye, trained only to catch the important details of these meaningful topics, you will save time, be less stressed, and be genuinely more informed about risks than other people you know.

Collecting Pertinent Data

As you begin isolating yourself from the day-to-day "“noise” of the news, you will likely find a sense of “how it is” in the world developing.  As you begin collecting pertinent facts, you will discover that you will begin making judgements that have high predictive value.  By remaining isolated from the editorial page, newscasters, and commentators, and by remaining out of discussions on current affairs (except perhaps as an observer) you will begin to see that most people react to the news without giving it much thought.

This is precisely why “spin doctors” work for politicians and big corporations.  People don’t give much thought to the news.

Let’s consider the case of President Bill Clinton.  This is a good example of a case where people develop opinions, read a lot of detail, and waste time.  People develop positions, air their views, and sometimes spend long periods of time debating them.  To what end?  It seems that the way to view something like the Clinton story is to build a simple matrix and then fill in the facts, as they become available.

You might start a matrix when news of the Special Prosecutor is announced.  At this point in a story, you can assess a range of possible outcomes.  The President could be exonerated and Ken Starr made to look like a witch-hunter, on the one hand.  Or, Clinton could turn out to be one of the most crooked Presidents of all time and be subject to impeachment proceedings at the other extreme.

It’s sort of like navigating a big ship.  You know if the story goes one way, the ship will strike rocks and sink – ending the story that way.  Or, if the ship goes the other direction, it will hit an iceberg and end the other way.

Along the way, various facts will come to light that will push the story toward one outcome or the other.  Beyond observing that the story seems headed one way or the other, at a particular moment, is a big waste of energy.

I don’t want to sound uncaring, but when you see a big event, like the Clinton zipper-gate story, try to remain focussed on possible outcomes.  The idea is to see outcomes first and then to use this knowledge to your advantage.  Example: Zipper-gate may cause the stock market to tank.  Embassy bombings cause increased stock prices for security products firms. 
One key difference between professional analysis organizations, such as FEMA, NSA and CIA and folks like you and me is that they have access to more information and relatively more time to assess the impacts.  Although professional intelligence groups are bound to 24-hour days, situation assessments are broken into many small pieces so that multiple specialists can parallel process the details – effectively multiplying time on task.

Do not waste your time tracking events where the outcome will not have an effect on your life.  The objective of personal planning is to understand how the world works; as well as can be expected given limited time and limited access to information.

One End of A Systemic Risk

As you begin to look at the seven systemic risks details in this document, remember that one end of a system risk is the nearly complete absence of the underlying system.  Let’s discuss “single worst case” and “multiple worst case” scenarios.

Let’s assess a single worst case scenario in the food area.  Suppose for a moment that you have seen an article suggesting that a labor strike is threatened next week at Safeway Stores and that you shop regularly at Safeway.

A strike at Safeway, with the store lock up, would constitute a single worst case outcome.

This single worst case outcome is not big deal, as you could just drive a few more blocks out to another store, Krogers, for example, and buy what you need there.

As a personal survival exercise, you might plan a shopping visit to the Kroger store in advance of a possible strike, to get the “lay of the land”.  Beyond this, little if any action is reasonable.

But now suppose the labor issues involved in this strike are common to all other stores in your area.  This would be a multiple worst case outcome.  

Before the outcome arrives, you need to implement a contingence plan.  Such a plan might be eating some of your stored foods, we’ll get to that in the food section of this guide, or you may plan to drive periodically to a neighboring city where there is no strike.

Because you have identified a problem well in advance of the general public, you are in a vastly superior position to deal with it.  You can lay in supplies now, and make a decision about whether you’ll drive or stay home during the strike.

By having a sense of possible outcomes in advance, you will be able to make conscious and informed decisions in the present.  

Remember: You always have more latitude of action before a crisis and many times no latitude during and after crisis becomes apparent to the general public.

Each Systemic Risk is connected

If there is a single lesson in analysis of news that you should get from this document it is that every system risk has a “ripple effect” to other systems.

Consider the example of the potential grocery strike.  This is a FOOD system event.  The single worst case is it’s a company-wide issue for Safeway and a multiple-worst case outcome shuts down all stores in the region. 

Now think about the ripple effects because this is where you gain insight and you learn how to profit when others are struggling or lack insight.

The shelter effects of the multiple worst case scenarios are that grocery workers won’t be able to pay rent.  Is this an opportunity to pick up houses on foreclosure?  Do you have a rental house where rents might be delayed?

The communications ripple effect is that this is a big news story that will dominate headlines as long as the strike is going.  You’ll be able to pay less attention to it because everyone will see the event.

The transportation ripple is that the bus going by Safeway won’t be picking up as many passengers.

The energy side of the strike is that the gas station next to the Safeway store won’t have as many customers. The Safeway electric bills won’t go down much, because the frozen foods still need to be chilled.

The environment issue is less traffic and noise around the Safeway area.

The finance impact is less spending from grocery store employees (they are on strike, right?)

Learning Historical Norms

History is a great teacher.  Although few people refer to history, it is literally an open book to those who would read it.

Let’s say that you have some friends in the grocery business.  When most unions go on strike, they use a “strike hotline”.  This is a voicemail box that strikers can call to receive “pep talks” from the union. If you want insight into the day-to-day aspects of the strike, see if you can get hold of this number.  This is usually a good source of historical information.

Historical information? Yes.  Unions will many times put example of other strike on line.  They will give indications to the rank and file about how long the strike will last.

A visit to the local library may be interesting, if the strike gets serious.  If this is the first one in history, it would be instructive to learn from other strikes in similar industries (retail strikes).  But if there has been a local strike in the past, the length of the previous strike is an interesting data point.

Again, spend as much time figuring out history as you think you can actively use.

When a local company announces a “boom in hiring”, think back to the last time the company had a major layoff – and read up on how much time was involved between the “boom” and the “bust” and plan your affairs accordingly.

I am personally using a bit of history about the Boeing Company in this regard.  Presently, Boeing has record backorders.  But the last time Boeing hit the skids, in the early 1970’s, the price of local real estate plummeted. This was a tremendous opportunity to buy choice real estate for dimes on the dollars.

You can easily look back and see the cycle in Boeing hiring and track how it corresponds to increases and decreases in local real estate.  

I mention this because it’s another example of how to view the news as a tool for rooting out personal opportunity.

Applying the Matrix Approach to News

As you read over various articles that have caught your attention, try to recall that each one has a major systemic aspect.  A trucking strike is a transportation issue.  A boom in housing starts is a shelter issue. New oil reserves being discovered are an energy system discovery, and so on.

Practice defining how the ripple effects are carried into the six other systems.  Sometimes the effect will be subtle – other times, more obvious.

The discovery of new oil reserves is obviously an energy story, but there are also other aspects.  Almost certainly, the second largest aspect, from the media standpoint, will be the environmental aspect or the financial aspect.  The transportation aspect will come later.  When new oil comes on line, transportation issues related to oil always follow.  The communications aspect of a new oil find involve putting out infrastructure to manage the development of the project – in other words, laying a communications backbone.

Even shelter comes into play – at each end of the pipeline.  Workers need housing to get the wells dug and operating, while the consumers are able to build more housing because energy to heat the new homes has been assured.

What Happens in a Systemic Crash

Occasionally, there are single worst case and multiple worst case system crashes.  These are interesting to watch because they demonstrate how connected the seven systems are.

When the Exxon Valdez sank, it was a single worst case event for one form of energy transportation.  It was a transportation crisis with a primary ripple effect in the energy system, because energy was being transported.

What followed the Exxon crisis was predictable: Investigation, assignment of blame, assessment of damages, and regulation or prevention measures to prevent recurrence. 

You can generalize this to most systemic crash events.

On a larger scale, when multiple systems crash, the same process occurs.  Take Hurricane Andrew, which brought billions of dollars in damages to Florida.  The process was to investigate the result of the systemic crashes.  This included sorting out which systems had been damaged and what it would cost to fix them.  Transportation was damaged; shelter was damaged, and so on.  In the early hours following a storm, television coverage was investigating to find out what had gone on.  Next, blame was assigned.  In this case, it was assigned to mother nature, and so no one went to jail.  

Next came the accountants to assess damages.  While Exxon Valdez damages were tallied up based on cost to repair the damaged environment, the hurricane Andrew aftermath was tallied up by insurance companies.

Understanding Systemic Structures

As your knowledge of risk identification grows, you will begin to sense that there are subtle differences with specific systems.  

Let’s explore some of the key differences.

Food systems may be those that serve people, or food for animals.  In another light, they may be domestic, or foreign, food systems.

Shelter systems generally house people, but may house commodities, animals, or even other systems.  (An airplane hanger is a “house” for a part of the transportation system).

Communications may be written, spoken, seen, or even tasted, or smelled. More to the point today are terrestrial (on–the-ground) and space based (satellite) systems.

Transportation systems may be land, air, or sea.  Under each of these major categories, are additional divisions for means of propulsion.  Gliders have a lot in common with sailboats.  

Environment issues may be considered as man-made or virgin, and again, as in transportation, land, sea and air aspects are apparent.

Energy is simple enough on the surface – it’s usually a source of heat or, more recently in history, electricity.  

Finance issues are the most complex, because where the other systems occur naturally (e.g. without people) financial instruments are created by people to facilitate storing value and allowing for exchange of unlike goods.  There are hard assets, fiat currencies, government securities, hard commodities, and every day stocks and bonds.

These are guideposts – and there are no absolutes in this type of analysis.  The central theme is simply that you can think up your own way to look at the world, and it will be at least as good – and probably better – than the so-called “expert” stuff you see in media.

Because you’re presumably no longer hooked on noise and news, you can spend a little more time focussing on how to turn events in your favor.

Ready? For What?

As you have probably figured out, this planning guide is not directed toward a single future outcome, although, the end of the document will outline one possible scenario.

Rather, it is an effort to share a way of looking at the world that will increase your chances of survival.

The ways it works is by giving you an early warning.  It works by teaching you how the ripple effect works.

It also works “backwards”.  In the field of intelligence analysis, the study of “ripples” is used to figure out “upstream” events.

One method of tracking what is increasing and decreasing in importance to society is to simply count column inches of space devoted to a topic.  Let’s say that you wonder how Bill Clinton is doing with the Grand Jury.  If you have been tracking that story in three or four newspapers, and have added up column inches of copy per week, you can see quite graphically whether the press is paying more, or less, attention.

There is no way to predict which system will crash, or when.  The best candidate presently is the finance system, followed by the energy system.

The reasons for these choices are mine, but after you follow news, in the methodical manner we’re talking about, you may come to the same conclusion.

Financial collapse is possible because money creation is out of control.  You can literally create money out of air using a person computer and the Internet. You can create money through creative financing of a second, third, or even fourth mortgage on a home you’re selling.  You can create money by writing uncovered options in the stock market. Just walk up to any ATM machine in the world, and you effectively can print money.  Sure, a bill comes at the end of the month, but hundreds of thousands of people are papering themselves into bankruptcy by taking a cash advance on one card to pay down another.

Energy is the second most likely system to collapse, but this is my view only.  The reason is that the people, who own the energy resources that we depend on, are gaining enough clout, that U.S. protection is no longer a concern to them.

If you think India and Pakistan are a problem, then think again.  Recent intelligence estimates are that Pakistan will share their nuclear secrets with other Moslem states.  Note that Libya has probably already purchased a few nukes on the black market.  Opposing the Moslem nukes are Israeli nukes. Both the Arab and Jewish leaderships claim holy rights to the same real estate.  And when oil, quite literally, has the western world by the balls, the situation is explosive.  It’s only a matter or when.

The issue of personal planning is a lot larger than these two flash points.

You could see a systemic crash of shelter and food the next time a river in your area floods. Or, a major earthquake could cut off communications and food.  A meteor shower, like the large one expected in October of 1998, could wipe out a large portion of the communications system, which in turn would take down a portion of the financial system and undermine other systems as well.  As we go through each of the systems now, on a case-by-case basis, I will share with you my present view.

Remember though that this view is always subject to change, as news reports cast a shimmering light on historical cycles that are repeated, and as our generation learns lessons learned previously in the Roaring Twenties.

Filling Out the Templates

The next section is the real “guts” of personal planning.  You will see a template filled in for each of the major systems at risk along with questions for you to answer.  My personal answers are in parenthesis.

System:  Food (& water)

One of the basics of life is food and water.  Take these away and you will not be able to function.  Water becomes a critical issue in 10-24 hours, depending on physical condition of the individual and the environment they’re in.  Food is less critical, and most people can make it 5-12 days, again depending on conditions and provided they have water.

Present Reliance

Most people are totally reliant on relatively exposed system to deliver food to them very conveniently and inexpensively.


Present Threats

Water supplies: Vulnerable to terrorist attack, earthquake, flooding, mechanical, and computer issues.  

Food supplies: Vulnerable to oil supplies, financial and computer issues, strikes, disruption of transportation supply lines due to strike, or environmental risks such as earthquakes, floods, also easily rationed and controlled in event of civil disturbances.

Present Status

Based on your personal assessment of the likelihood of a disruption, you might want to have food and water on hand for a minimum of 2 weeks.  While this might sound like a lot, it's not had to secure a two-week supply.  

Water: In most homes, there are 45-70 gallons of water available – if you know where to get it.  Your hot water heater is probably equipped with a hose outlet at the bottom of the tank.  This is installed so that you can periodically drain the tank and clean out the rust scales and sediment that collect in the bottom of the tank. Of course, no one does this, so hot water heaters don't live as long as they could. But, if you periodically run out the “goo” and keep a clean (drinking water safe) hose on hand, you have 55-65 gallons. Draining a few gallons every 3 months is usually plenty to keep the goo cleaned out if your tank is in good condition. The second place to get water is the toilet tank.  People don’t usually think of this one, but it works great.  (No, the water you flush with goes in clean!)  Most toilet tanks hold 2-3 gallons.  Modern short flush tanks only hold a gallon or two.  If you have enough warning, you can always fill up a bathtub after washing it out with a mild solution of household bleach and water, then rinsing and filling.  Don’t forget you can drink pop and beer to keep the body going, too.  Each person in your family needs at least at least two quarts of water per day (a gallon a day for a couple is a starting point).  With what's in the house, a family of four can squeak by for 2 weeks.  But that's if no one's bathing!
Food Supplies: In the kitchen, depending on how you stock things, you may have 6 months of food, or 6 hours of food.  Many people in urban areas keep only 1-2 days of food on hand and make frequent trips to the store.  But in terms of being prepared for an earthquake, an extended bout of bad weather, or other threat, many people are totally unprepared.  
Preparedness Level

How much food to have on hand is a personal decision.  If you live in a northern climate, assume 2500 calories per day, and if you live in a southern climate, 1800 per day.  This sounds like a lot, but if you need to do any hard work, it will barely get you by.

Survival Time

I think that 4 weeks is a generally good number.  If you live in an area prone to risks like earthquakes, may wish to slowly build up to a 2-3 month supply. If an event occurs that causes you to need your food supply, it’s always better to have more, not less food, than you need.  

Action Plan

One of the best sources of information for emergency stores is your local Civil Defense office, of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, and state disaster planning offices.  Your local fire station is a good place to visit too.  

Decide what a good diet would be, how much you will need to add to your pantry – if anything, and then go shopping.  You may wish to consider some freeze dried (add water and heat) meals which you can use camping.

Think about security when you lay in a food supply.  Don’t advertise what you’re doing. Consider splitting food into two caches that you get to and defend or move if necessary.

System: Shelter

Except for some small patches in the highlands of Mexico and Central America, there are not many places where you want to sleep outside in the elements.  Bears, bugs, snakes, it is a jungle out there When winter comes, a lack of shelter leads to hypothermia.

Present Reliance

You probably live in a house or apartment.  In terms of survival during a particularly difficult period of social and economic turmoil, a small, paid for cabin, within one gas tank of a major city, will be very valuable.  The further away from people, the better.

Present Threats

Big cities are not usually the scene of big social upheaval in the winter.  One of the characteristics of social unrest is that it happens when weather is good. However, some threats to housing are present year round. For example, your housing may be subject to flooding, fires, earthquakes, and economic action such as repossession.

Present Status

Experts in real estate tend to fall into one of two categories.  If you own a house, and expect inflation, then have not equity.  The idea here is that when you pay the house off, you will pay with cheaper dollars.  On the other hand, if you see the dollar as becoming more valuable, and deflation occurring, then outright ownership is the way to go. How to allocate ownership among several pieces of property is an intensely personal decision.  It’s also one where good tax counsel is in order.

Preparedness Level

Whether you own or rent, and whether it is a house, or apartment, you really need to have an alternate place, or places, lined up in advance.

Consider the type of housing you might need.  If you live in a big city, you might want a rural option, or a friend you can stay with in a nearby town. 

Survival Time

How long you can get along without housing depends on location and time of year.  If you are dealing with temperatures that are lower than about 50(F crude shelter, like a tent, is not desirable, but will help.  There are lots of outdoors books that will teach you skills like how to hollow out under a fallen tree for shelter, but except for a complete breakdown on civil order, the need for this extreme preparation is not great.  More likely will be a local threat to housing for a short intense period of time, such as an episode of extreme weather.  The other planning contingence is for a protracted period of inflation or deflation, perhaps lasting several years.  From the practical standpoint, if you choose to own real estate, and the country enters into a long downward deflationary spiral, then what seems like a moderate housing payment today will become an unbearable burden in the future as incomes shrink.  In such an event, the portion of your take home income that will be required to fund housing will grow.  Worse, the value of the property will most likely decline.  This potentially can leave you “upside down” in property – owing more to your financing company than the property will fetch on the market.

If you are planning to buy real estate, make sure you go through the “fine print” in lending documents and scratch out any language that gives the lender any personal recourse against you if you’re not able to make payments.  This is a key planning point: Make sure that you compartmentalize your obligations.  As written by most finance companies, car loans, for example, allow the lender to come after your other assets, such as house equity, should you default on payments.  Make it a practice not to sign any documents that give anyone a chance to come after anything other than the one asset you are financing!

Action Plan

First, keep a weather eye toward inflation.  If inflation seems likely, own real estate with as little down payment as possible.  You’ll be paying it back with “cheap money”.  If you think deflation is coming, then sell real estate and go to cash.  Rent, rather than buy.  Cash is King in a deflationary period.

Next, contact friends or relatives in other towns, and talk with them about the kind of events that could prompt you to consider moving in with them – and get the financial discussions out of the way up front.

Last, try to get appropriate alternative shelter lined up in advance.  Even a good-sized camping tent and a couple of cots will give you a place to call “home”, no matter what happens.

System: Transportation

After you have a meal in your belly, and a place to get some sleep, out of the weather, the next most important thing to do is get around.  In a multiple worst case system crash, people who can get out of harms way will live. 

Consider this scenario: Terrorists announce that a stolen nuclear warhead has been placed at the center of your town and will detonate in 12 hours.  Given traffic conditions, what are the best ways to leave town?

Cars are risky, slow, and are confined to level unblocked streets.  Boats, depending on type, can get you clear.  So can small airplanes.  Provided airports are not closed, the fastest way out of town would be a small airplane.  You can buy a serviceable used four place aircraft, such as a Cessna 172, for under $40,000.  With a cruising speed of about 120 miles per hour, this will put a lot of ground under you quickly, provided of course, that you learn how to fly.

Present Reliance

The majority of people are stuck on cars.  A lot of the growth in the auto industry over the past several years has not been providing primary vehicles, but rather Sports Utility Vehicles (SUV's).  The next level is public transportation.  About half the people I know also own bicycles, but most of them sit in the garage gathering dust.  Most people could no more get on a bike and ride 40 miles than win the Olympics. 

Present Threats

The transportation system itself is vulnerable to several classes of threat – natural and man-made.  On the natural side, a large earthquake will tear up roads, and render bridges useless.  Floods will take out bridges, too.  On the man-made side, roads provide a convenient choke point.  Close off the bridges and tunnels of New York and you can pretty much hold the city hostage

There are also significant ripple effects that could choke the transportation system.  A disruption in the energy supply could bring things to a grinding halt for lack of fuel. “Information terrorists” could attack the computer system that runs the traffic signals in your town.  Thanks to the Internet, it is now possible for a group of teenagers in Oregon to wreak havoc worldwide.

Present Status

The transportation system at present appears to be robust.  However, it relies heavily on petroleum. Since it is primarily a car-based system, closing roads will effectively contain a population.  Sea-based transportation no longer moves enough people to be a concern.  Airports represent single choke points.  Absent food and water, people have a maximum 20-mile walking range.  Even on a bike, most people can’t do more than 40 miles in 24 hours.

Preparedness Level

The personal transportation inventory begins with your feet.  Do you own a comfortable pair of walking shoes that you could go 10 miles (or more) in?

If you own a bicycle, is it in good repair?  

If you own a car, do you always have at least half a tank of gas in it?  One of my father’s favorite sayings was “it doesn’t cost any more to run them full”. 

Do you have access to a boat? A plane? Can you pilot either?

Survival Time

If you have a good supply of food, water, and shelter, you may be able to get along without well enough without going anywhere.  But, when the threat period is long enough, a transportation plan will get you to more food, better shelter, and will increase you chances of survival.

Action Plan

Try to think of what could change in the transportation system that would confine your freedom of movement.

Here’s an example.  Read up on EMP (Electromagnetic Pulse) warfare.  Here’s how it works.  Let’s say that you are a terrorist (or Mainland China wanting to distract the U.S. during an attack on Taiwan) and you have obtained a moderately large thermonuclear weapon (H-bomb type), and you want to use it with greatest effect.  What would you do? Simply launch it into space and explode it about 300 miles straight up from Kansas City.  When the blast occurs, a huge pulse of radiation hits the upper atmosphere. As it does, a huge electrical pulse is generated.  This pulse will induce thousands of volts in house wiring, and hundreds of volts in car wiring over about ½ of the U.S.

Think about what no longer works: Electronics such as your car’s onboard computer, your PC, your appliances – it all comes to a grinding halt. Worse, even if there were working appliances, the pulse will take down the entire national power grid.  Communications will be gone.  Effectively, the country would be in the dark ages.

People don’t want to think about this kind of threat because it is too frightening.  This is what contingency planning is about, though: thinking the unthinkable and unbelievable.  Recall the earlier point that you have latitude of action before the event, not after.

What does that leave you?  There’s a good chance that your magneto sparked gas engines will still work.  After all, they were designed to handle high voltages to cause the spark necessary to run the engine.  If you look in your garage, you’ll probably have a working leaf blower, a running lawn mower, and if you have planned ahead, a working 350 CC dirt bike with a spare 5 gallon gas can strapped on and at the ready.

While I’m not saying that everyone should have a dirt bike, they are a lot tougher to contain than cars.  If you saw the movie Deep Impact, you’ll know what I mean.  There were the cars, lined up and stopped on the choked freeway, yet here was a kid on a dirt bike, able to get around with no obstacles.  

Your position in life may not afford you the opportunity to have a dirt bike for each member of your family.  Maybe a Jeep is more practical (they’re certainly more comfortable if you have harsh winters).  But, if you get a Jeep, get one with high ground clearance, at least 100 feet of cable on a power winch and some heavy duty turning blocks and a come-along. If you live in a woodsy area, carry a small chain saw too.

The trusty family car can also be upgraded to be more utilitarian. Add a couple of 3-day survival packs that include food and water for each member of your family (you can get these from earthquake preparedness suppliers).  A tent, some sleeping bags, a first aid kit, and a bike rack (in moderate weather), and you have some mobility. 

If you think you’d like to leave by plane, keep several hundred dollars more than ticket costs around the house in the form of traveler’s checks.  These are safer than cash to keep around anyway. If you think you might want to leave the country, get your passport updated now.  If a real crisis were to occur, passport offices could limit the number of passports issued, or the price could be jacked up through special “fees” that would only allow the richest people (and those who plan ahead) the opportunity to leave.

My personal choice is to live on a sailboat that can go anywhere in the world and has charts onboard to get me some distance.  This only works, though, if you like sailing and are willing to limit yourself to living at a coastal location.

System: Communications

There are two personal planning aspects to communications to consider if a systemic worst-case risk occurs.  First, there is inbound communications.  This is how you’ll get the information you need to make informed decisions.  Second, is outbound communications.

Present Reliance

You probably take most communications for granted.  The cell phone works in the car, the cordless phone works in the house, and the computer always has access to the Internet.  Television and radio stations drone on 24-hours a day.  We live if an amazingly “over communicated” world and have built an economy based largely on “information”.

Present Threats

The nature of specific threats to communications varies, depending on which medium you are thinking about.

Wire based systems include the telephone and cable systems.  Here, random terrorist acts, EMP effects, earthquake, storm, and fires can all interfere with normal operation.

Wireless communications is subject to monitoring.  When you operate a cordless phone around the house, or a cellular phone, whatever you say can be easily overheard and used against you.  Beyond the simple cloning of a cell phone number, a favorite tactic of drug dealers, cell phone conversations can give criminals your bank account numbers, stock trading account data, your social security number, and a ton of other highly confidential personal information.

Never give out any account numbers, including securities accounts and especially your social security number, on a cordless or cellular telephone.  Never use cordless or cell phones for “touch-tone” account access.
Threats to space based communication are not particularly publicized.  Among risks are solar flares that disrupt signals by burying them in noise.  Another threat is meteor showers, such as the annual August event.  One of those might turn out to be a "biggie" that could wipe out several communications satellites. EMP effects are reduced in space because there is so little atmosphere for gamma rays to excite into a pulse.  But ground based particle beam weapons are being developed that can disable satellites.  The risk posed by simple “hacking” of TT&C (tracking, telemetry, and control) a communications uplink is also a serious threat.  Last, there is the age of equipment.  Aging satellites lose reliability over time, as most electronics don’t last forever.  When you consider the huge number of components in a satellite, even 1-million hour average times to fail at the component level become statistically significant.

Present Status

You probably have cable (or DishTV) feeding your television, a telephone, and perhaps a computer line into your home.  You also probably use a cordless telephone.  In the car, and on the go, you are likely to have a cellular telephone.  You office probably depends on various telephone services to maintain operation.

Preparedness Level

Let’s consider the inbound side of the equation first.  If you disconnect your cable, do you have an all news radio station on either AM or FM radios in the house?  If not, you might consider investing in a good but inexpensive short-wave radio (Grundig’s Yacht Boy type and comparable Sony units are good).  If you lost communications via the Internet, would you still be able to track and trade stocks?

Now, let’s consider the outbound question.

Does your family have a predetermined plan to communicate should normal communications channels be disrupted?  Do they know to send e-mail if telephones fail?  Do they know how to use a CB?  Have you ever considered the ham radio license that will give you reliable 10-4000 mile communications with a $900 hand held unit?  How about the "code free" ham ticket and $200 handheld units that are good for 0-100 miles (depending on repeaters).  

Survival Time

Communications will give you a clear survival edge.  The size of the edge will depend on the systemic crash that may occur.

Action Plan

Make sure you have plenty of fresh batteries for a good AM/FM radio.  But don’t depend on those radio stations to be on the air.  While many stations do have generators, the important thing is content: how robust is their communications with disaster relief organizations?

Here, a good short-wave radio is invaluable.  With a supply of batteries, you can quickly get the international view of the news.

If you don’t already own a weather radio, consider it.  Radio Shack makes inexpensive battery powered units.  Even if a disaster never strikes, it’s nice to have weather on demand without wading through commercials to get the few facts that you’re after.

System: Environment

There’s not much you can do at a personal level about the environment.  But, you’re not totally helpless either.

Present Reliance

Consider the ways that you have insulated yourself from the environment.  To begin with, there is the weather.  If you had to walk 20 miles, and you had to do so in a good driving rain, what clothing do you have suitable for the purpose?  Or, if it’s 20 degrees and a 20-knot wind is blowing, how would you fare on the same hike?  OK, so weather is a problem.  There are others though that can literally drop out of the sky on you.  Take the sky full of ash that rained down on Washington, Idaho, Montana, and points east, following the eruption of Mount St. Helens.  There are other volcanoes that haven’t blow yet, but one day will.  As simple as a couple of packs of 3-M dust masks may sound, they will pull a lot of suspended particulate out of the air before it gets inside you.

Present Threats

Consider the things that the environment provides for your body.  The quality of the water, the air, how much light you get and  ambient sound levels.  Given too much of pollution in any one of these, you’re going to be in a bad way, sooner, rather than later.

Present Status

Perhaps the methodical way to address this part of your life is to make a checklist of what you’re subjected to right now.

How is the air quality?  Do you operate a dust removing air filter?  Do you add ozone to the aid you breathe? How much? Have you had your home air tested for radon? Do you deliberately open windows a bit and exchange air during the day?

Water is the same problem.  Have you had a sample analyzed?  Does it have too much lead or asbestos in it? Even if the water coming from the wells doesn’t contain pollution, it may be leached into pipes along the way from pumping station to your home.  Excess chlorine can build chlorinated organics, and these nasty substances can be cancer causing.

How do you handle the sun?  A modest amount, not more than an hour or two per day is fine, but if you are spending lots of time in the sun, use of sun block, broad brimmed hats, and wearing long sleeved clothing is a first rate idea.

There are also a lot of subtle energy issues that may, or may not, be a threat to you in the long run.  An example of this class of threat is electricity
.  Another is an unbalanced diet.  

Preparedness Level

Once you write up the checklist of threat, you will be able to write your own action plan.  The key, however, is to take the time to go through the list of environmental factors that you can change and then go about a proper assessment to determine if the situation is worth fixing.

Survival Time

The environment can kill you in either a very short time, like going outside and freezing to death in the winter.  Or, you can die of cancer after 25 years of repeated sunburns.  Or, you may die of a form of cancer that is ultimately caused by using an electric blanket for 45 years.  The problem with the environmental class of threat is that it is such a wide topic and there are so many subtleties, not only to the threat, but also in how it is later manifested in symptoms, disease, and reduced physical capacity.

Action Plan

You can moderate a lot of the effect if you study a bit, eliminate allergens, carcinogens, and other forms of pollution that simply don’t work with your body type.  Is this type of threat worth planning for?  No, unless of course a volcano blows up, or you plan on living more than 10 more years.

System: Energy

Present Reliance

I’ve saved the discussion of energy for “next to last” in the group, because it is closest to the final threat area, finance.  The reason for this is that the world is addicted to energy – fossil energy.

Present Threats

Unplug the oil and you basically end the Western world.  How have we become excessively dependent on energy?  It has been made cheap, expendable, flexible, available, just about any word ending with the suffix “-able” can now be applied to energy.  Storable, recyclable, but not yet renewable.

Nuclear power held promise of a “brighter” energy future, but the promise has been smeared with pollution issues.  Nuclear power, while statistically safe, is a statistical nightmare when things go wrong, as the folks around Chernobyl will tell you.  Renewable energy is not here yet in the kind of intensity that will allow people living in urban areas to go on living their lives without making drastic changes.  Until the transition from fossil fuel to renewable sources can be made seamlessly, their will be resistance to the change.  That resistance is the essence of the addition.

The two major sources of energy are the Middle East and the North Slope of Alaska.  Although, there are serious resources, elsewhere, it is not enough to keep the lights on.  The U.S. has continuously been a net importer of energy for years.  This has been a contributing factor in causing the U.S. to go from being a creditor nation to a debtor nation (coupled with spending beyond our means, of course).

Present Status

I won’t bore you with numbers.  You can look them up if you care to.  The present status that matters is not how much oil we can get from the Middle East.  It is how long you can keep warm when the lights go out.  

You need to figure out how to get hot water for when you really need it.  You need to figure out what will cook your food.  You have a lot of issues that are both energy and financial matters to attend to, and the time may be short.

Preparedness Level

Of necessity, your level of energy preparedness may be addressed in two stages, as you can afford it.  First, you should deal with a 3-4 week supply.  Then, you can move on to more permanent answers.

I’m in the energy business professionally, so I feel I can make some suggestions about how to deal with the short term.

Consider a gas powered (that’s white gas, not LP fuel) Coleman stove and lantern.  The white gas stoves are a nuisance to operate, and should only be used outdoors with plenty of ventilation, but it is easy to find fuel for them. A spare burner kit, some spare mantles for the lamp, and you have yourself the start of a downright comfortable situation.

You can get the lantern, the stove, the accessories, spares, and five gallons of fuel for under US$200. You ought to be able to get along on about a gallon a week if you are thrifty.  In addition, you can augment the lantern with perhaps a hundred candles.  This sounds excessive, but plumber’s candles never wear out.  Waterproof contains of matches (paraffin coated), and a good filter/funnel round out the bill.  This might sound a bit much, but you don’t have to make the investment.

The second level up is the large propane tank.  This is the same gas that you buy to power up the gas barbie. Only now, you get to think about it for serious work.  You can have this fuel delivered.  It stores well and doesn’t spoil like diesel fuel over time.  You can get stoves, lights, and even small inexpensive hot water heaters (Bosche and others make them) that are quite effective.

If you go to this second level of “insulation” from the energy vulnerability of the country, you might want to consider a good inverter/charger, some batteries, a good set of 12 volt accessories, such as radios, lights, and so forth.

Keep in mind, however, to be very subtle about this stuff.  You don’t want to seem like a survivalist.  You want to take whatever you view as reasonable precautions that will give you an edge.

If you haven’t taken up camping, you might want to consider it.  It will give you a chance to practice all the skills that could really be required should this do-do ever hit the fan.

Survival Time

Varies by season and number of people.  Given a moderate climate, sleeping bags cleaned and at the ready, a Coleman stove and lantern, plus fuel will get you through several weeks.

Action Plan

I will leave this to your creativity.  If you are young, camping is a healthy hobby.  If you are old, you might offer to store the camping gear for your kids, or give them camping presents for birthdays.

Oh, yes.  One more hint.  If you already have a problem running out of hot water, you can put a second hot water heater in parallel with the one you have now.  Granted, the operating costs will be a bit more.  Having the second hot water tank just about guarantees that you will never run out of hot water when you want to shower, plus it will also insure that you have 130 gallons of water around in a nice airtight container. It will keep a family of four going a full month and the neighbors will never know you have preplanned for water shortages.

System: Finance

The financial system is all-pervasive in the Western world.  We are reduced to the status of paupers, or elevated to the level of kings, depending on how much money we have, and what our financial condition appears to be.

Present Reliance

To get a handle on your personal reliance on the financial system, ask yourself how long you could keep all your major systems going if you didn’t have a constant flow of “money”.  If you’re like most folks, the moment the money is gone, the credit cards will be taken away, followed by the leased Ford Explorer, followed shortly after by your home.

The savings rate of the American public is less than 3.6% per year.  Think about this carefully.  This means that if we live with a 3.6% rate of inflation, then we will have saved nothing after a year of effort.

Now, what does this mean in practical terms?

It means that when the economy is expanding, there is a build-up of capital.  People are saving more money than the rate of inflation takes aware from them.

Remember that earlier definition?  Inflation is not “things becoming more expensive”, but “the value of money being eroded”.

When savings rates are above the real rate of inflation, then money accumulates in banks and stocks.  This usually represents money that must be put to work, through re-lending.

This gets us to the second major point that you need to understand. The Multiplier Effect works both ways.

In a normal, expanding economy, money deposited in a bank is lent out several times.  The number of times a single dollar can be lent is determined by the bank’s reserve rate.  Suppose that a bank has a 10% reserve rate requirement.  When you deposit $1, the bank keeps a dime as it’s reserve, then lends out 90 cents.  The 90 cents might end up in another bank, where 9 cents is held in reserve, and 81 cents lent out.  And again, the money will end up in some bank.  So, this time it comes in as an 81 cent deposit, 8.1 cents are held, and about 73 cents is lent to the next customer.

You can see how this quickly multiplies.  Each dollar deposited in a bank created perhaps $10 of economic activity.

Now, when the amount of money flowing out of the system, or being destroyed through economic means, increases, the Reverse Multiplier Effect comes into play.

Working exactly the opposite of the Multiplier Effect, a decline in the savings rate sucks money out of the economy.  For each one dollar of deposits, there is a 10-dollar decline in business!

Last, but certainly not least, are numerous ways that the government will hide what really goes on in the economy.

Let’s review several examples.

First, the U.S. government presently claims there is a "budget surplus”.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  The way the government makes this claim is by falsely counting the positive net inflow to the Social Security Trust Fund as “income”.  

This would be like planning your family budget by counting the money that has to go for a car payment!  Yes, the money does come into your household, so it really is income.  But, it is also an obligation – an obligation to pay a bill.  The way the government has cooked the books, the obligation is not counted!
Fortunately, there is an honest part of government left.  It’s the Office of the Public Dept in the Treasury Department.  You can look up public debt to the penny” on any search engine and see the up-top-date figures.  The government surplus is a fraud.

There is more.

The government used to report honest figures on employment and the cost of living.

Under the present administration, “corrections” and “adjustments” have proliferated. 

As John Crudele of the New York Post notes in his excellent business column, you can’t trust government statistics”.  The government is stating numbers that further a political agenda.  When you think about it, there is no need to ever “adjust” statistics like this.  In order for them to be meaningful from a personal or policy standpoint, they must be consistent.

Private industry doesn’t help.  For every government regulator, there are a dozen executives who are trying to find ways around government reports, regulations, and restrictions.

An example of this involves the present concern with the balance of payments with Asian countries.

Economics are watching the number of cars coming into the U.S. from Asia because Asia is expected to attempt to “export its way out of recession”.  However, the Asian auto companies know they are under the microscope.  

As a result, big companies like Honda and Toyota are now dumping their foreign made products in Canada.   The Toyotas and Hondas that are manufactured in Canada are then imported into the U.S.

Played this way, the balance of payments deficit with Japan made be held relatively stable, while the benefits(?) of NAFTA are credited with the increase in trade with Canada!

The present financial system, while still working, it dishonest around the edges.  Attempts are being made by all parties to disguise the facts from the inquiring public.

That’s you.

Present Threats

You may choose to differentiate between causes and susceptibility to disruption as you consider the financial system.

Causes include single “news events”.  A devaluation of a currency, a failure of a bank, a new trade policy, or an unfavorable report of some financial nature, are examples. 

Susceptibilities include the systemic abuses that make financial systems unstable.  In this class, you would put statistical evidence as to the present condition of the economy.

Remember, when you spend time working on your assessment of what is happening, that susceptibilities, not events, that drives future events.

Events make the splash – statistics make the cash.

Present Status

The list of susceptibilities is long, and I will get into these almost weekly on my web page.  The present list includes:

· Japan is in a recession bordering on depression.

· Asia is engaged in a series of competitive devaluations.

· China devaluation is, in my personal view, a near certainty at some point.  So is a Chinese invasion of Taiwan. They need cash and will do whatever it takes to get it.

· NAFTA, as a backdoor what around balance-of-trade reporting, will become obvious at some point – and then protectionism will make its resurgence. 

· Gold, although out of favor now, is still the only storehouse of value with a long historical record.  The U.S. has systematically debased (devalued by inflation of money supply, causing inflation) its currency.

· Real estate has become excessively leveraged. 125% LTV loans are commonplace.  (LTV is the Loan to property value ratio.)

· Russia has failed to make the transition to true democracy.  The Mafia rules -–and poorly at that.

· Africa and much of Asia is being decimated by AIDS.  While not a big financial headliner, this will reduce demand and slow growth in these areas.

· Islamic fundamentalism is alive and well. This means Middle East instability will continue and grow as oil reserves decline for the foreseeable future.

· There is a dwindling supply of highly educated young people to replace today’s highly skilled workers.  This is a fact of demographic shift and the aging “boomers”. 

· Although the U.S. has created millions of jobs in the last 10 years, most are in the service industry.  These service jobs pay relatively less.  A job at GM pays more than a job at Burger King.

· The U.S. trend toward a shopkeeper economy has continued.  The U.S. has lost primary manufacturing jobs.  Take refrigerators (going), washers and dryers (going), microwaves (going), and televisions & VCR’s (gone!).  

Preparedness Level

How well prepared you are financially, depends on your position in life.  If you are nearing retirement, and have paid off a house, and you have a government job, you are in great shape.

If you are young, renting, and in a service industry, you are in trouble, in the longer term.

It is not possible for me to put a number to your position in life.  However, there are a number of guidelines that have been publicized many times over in the financial press in past years that make sense today:

· Real estate should be either rented or paid-off as quickly as possible.

· You should accumulate cash, and the day-to-day items you buy with cash, in a prudent manner.  Setting up a set of “rotating stores” is the right thing to do.

· You should not take on any additional debt.  The debts you have, especially bankcards and the like should be paid off as quickly as possible.

· Beef up your educational credentials and become an “expert” in some area.  When times get tight, the money will go to the people who have the skills that employers need in order to remain competitive.

· Consider changing jobs.  Ask yourself if you will have a job if the disposable income of the average worker drops 25%, or, if the unemployment level rises to 25%.  

· Begin reading up on how past economic depressions played out.  You can get access daily newspapers from the 1930’s at any large city public library.  It may well be worth your effort to read up on how companies in the same line of business as yours, fared in the 1930’s.

Survival Time

You need to look at your personal “burn rate” to figure this out.

Here’s the process to go through:

1. List (one per sheet of paper) each of the other categories described in this report: Food, shelter, communications, transportation, energy, and environment.

2. Assume it’s the worst time of the year (winter or summer, depending on the area you live in). 

3. Now, write down on each sheet of paper, what will happen if you simply stop spending money today on each system that supports your life.  

4. Write down the first 3-4 items that will happen to each system.

For example, consider transportation.  On this sheet, you could have a scenario under “car” that goes something like this:

First, you stop sending in car payments.

About 3 weeks later, you will get a reminder from the car loan note holder asking for the payment.

Within 45 days, you may be facing repossession of the car.

So, depending on when you stop making the car payments, you will have anywhere from 45 to 75 days before the car is repo’ed. 

Similarly, you may need to run the same exercise on the house, the phone, cable, and all those systems that operate in your life.

The reason for writing all these times down is to help you develop a realistic…

Action Plan

By writing down each of the critical dates for each of your systems, you will be able to develop a personal timeline for the loss of services. This lets you develop a prioritized spending plan so that you will know which services you need, and which ones you don’t.

For example, you may find events like:

15 Days
Dental bill past due. 

20 Days
Call from bank card.

21 Days
Car Payment overdue.

25 Days
Insurance overdue.

…

45 Days
Mortgage company threats.

60 Days
Foreclosure starts.

90 Days
First foreclosure hearing.

You can now see that turning off cable right away, turning off the cell phone, and a host of smaller conveniences can buy you another month or more of survival time.

This is the first step of the action plan: Develop a realistic view of what will happen if you, or your spouse, lose their job.  You’ll have plenty of time to see this coming.  Once the stock market drops below 7,000, people will begin pulling in their spending and you will quickly get a sense of how well your company, your division, and your position in particular, will fare.

The Proactive Plan

This report has covered several broad areas.  First, it has shown you how to view the world in a systematic manner that will allow you to realistically assess your personal outlook.  Then, through the simple pre-planning steps outlined under the financial section, it has shown you how to develop a “worst case” plan that will allow you to prioritize spending what money you may have left following a major systemic failure.

Now, let’s discuss the important steps you can take now to lay a new foundation for your future survival and growth.

First, consider personal relations.  When things get really tough, you will need to rely on other people to help you.  Whether it’s to raise a wall of a new home you’re building, or to help you network for a new job, the value of many people operating together is higher than the value of a single person.

Clear up any medical and dental issues as well has you can – today!  If the worst case scenario does occur, then it makes sense to take care of high tech issues while you have the money.  Some examples: Maybe you have been putting off eye surgery, or having a new crown put on a tooth.  Well, you need to get these items done as soon as possible.  If you don’t have reasonable health, all the food, shelter, communications, and money, in the world, won’t matter.

Learn all you can about job seeking.  Even if you have a job today, you will be a valuable resource for your family and friends.  One of the lessons of the last Depression was that the “man on the white horse” was never unemployed.  Back when men were saying “I will do anything to earn a dollar a day”, the man on the white horse would make a specific proposal of interest to a potential employer. “I can double your sales in 6 months, but I will only do this if you agree to pay me $2 a day now, and we agree on wage increases at particular milestones.”

The key lesson was that now matter how dire the situation, the person who offers solutions will always have a job.

Try to get a vision of what people will have, not have, and what they will be able to afford.  Make your personal and financial plans accordingly.

The fact that you have taken the time to consider the possibility of a major economic decline in the coming months says you have vision and are a planner.  Congratulations!

You will be one of the leaders and a major contributor to your community when the tide turns, as surely it will.

Write when you get rich!

George A. Ure, MBA

Email: george@ure.net

� Maslow, Abraham, is the past President of the American Psychological Association.  His “Hierarchy of Needs” is a classic taught in most college level psychology classes.


� Poet Robert Blythe addresses this and other “men becoming men” issues in several books, including the best seller “Iron John”.


� “Lead the Field”, by Earl Nightingale, is one of the most powerful “get your poop together” courses I’ve ever heard on audiocassettes.  They are available from Nightingale-Connate Publications.  This particular tape series is especially good for teenagers newly our on their own.


� Dr. John Beare has a superb guide to getting a real degree in short time frames.  You’ll find his book if you search his name on the web.


� Adult Attention Deficit Disorder


� Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder


� If it’s not on a planning sheet, it’s not.


� Or, ask “How would a lazy person hit this goal?”


� Engineers almost never ask this question. This is why the world is full of over-engineered, re-invented products.


� A Texas real estate developer was quoted once as saying “If it flies, floats, or f**ks”, lease it.”   


� You do remember the TV show “Leave It To Beaver”, don’t you?


� The news content varies by time slot and ratings received by the station/cable service.


� Ultra-Light Displacement Boats, such as are used in the BOC – British Ocean Challenge, the Vendee Challenge, and so forth.


� The media is trying to sell you a BIG LIE on the financial front and you need to be aware of it.  Inflation is not prices going up at all.  Inflation is really the value of money going down. We will get into this more under economic risks.


� The book “Currents of Death?” takes a hard look at the issue of electromagnetic damage that may occur at low, almost invisible levels.





