January 30, 2003

ON HOLD (STILL), But HOLD ON!

Well, two road markers have passed on the journey to a renewed sense of continuity.  We have had the U.N. inspectors’ report and we have had the State of the Union speech by President Bush.  Now, we wait for the climactic dénouement.  Either Saddam Hussein gives up power, is killed, exiled or imprisoned, or there is military conflict and Saddam Hussein gives up power, is killed, exiled or imprisoned.

The country, and really the world, cannot and will not move on to a more productive vision of the future until this tension is resolved.  As I have said in previous newsletters, all is in a constant process of change; the appearance of being “on hold” is illusory.  It is more that the change that the future promises is being expressed and absorbed in the form of the growing tension in the present.  Tension cannot increase indefinitely.  It either resolves in breakdown or transcendence.

Each of us carries in the background of our awareness the tone and quality of the world tension.  We can consciously ignore it or we can actively acknowledge it.  In the world of business and investing it’s more difficult to avoid the issue.  In a globally interdependent world, these points of crisis and tension directly and intensely affect investment decisions, by corporations and individuals.

It has been very frustrating to advise you to be on hold for so long in making investment decisions.  But the future is a long time and the value of seeing this chapter in geopolitics further in the past is worth the frustration.

The conflict with Iraq will be over soon and terrorism, which is being actively addressed on many fronts, is unlikely to have the shock effect it did on September 11th, 2001.  Most people in the world desire security, continuity and opportunity.  This great desire for prosperity and the freedom to direct our lives is a deep yearning of humanity.  It carries the weight of all history and its momentum may appear slow at times, but it is an inexorable element of the ultimately irresistible force of human aspiration.

Resolution of the Iraq issue will again open the process of corporate capital investment.  There is a huge pent up demand and holdover of investment.  This began with the severe market decline and has continued through the terrorist attacks and increasing tensions of impending war.  Individuals, too, have been “on hold” with investment decisions during this lengthy period of intense uncertainty.

Millions of businesses around the world and many millions of individual investors have been in a state of suspended animation.  When this changes, and it will, the landscape of the investment markets will change too, dramatically.  This does not mean that we are about to return to the days of late 1999 or early 2000 (WHEW!!).  But it does mean that the future will not be as ominous and we can all release the tension that has bound up immeasurable human energy back into creative action to build our future.  It means that our economy can begin to grow more quickly and the investment markets can again acknowledge the economic growth, rather than geopolitical crises.  Call it a “peace dividend” writ small and, if the new tax law gets passed, perhaps partly tax-free.

Now, in my opinion, two other areas of the President’s message have even greater significance and long-term positive consequences than Iraq.  First, along with all the other good things we do and want to do, in our country and the world, the compassion to lift the suffering of Africa is of very great, historic, significance.

It isn’t just the obvious and very important response to a deep human tragedy, affecting many millions.  Africa is the only continent and region of the world that appears to be virtually outside of the enormous increase in global prosperity and hope for the future.  These people are part of the human family and deserve the opportunity to add their measure of life to the richness of our world.  We can’t and shouldn’t leave them to suffer and die, either of AIDS or of poverty.  The tragedy in Africa has a deep political element.  We can’t influence the social and political lives of that continent unless and until the people of that continent have the capacity and hope to be creative and contributing individuals.  I was very moved that President Bush committed our country to this cause.  He was not being superficial.  It was a statement of principle and a commitment to action.

The second area of historic significance was one I have been personally speaking about for some time.  No, it isn’t the ending of double taxation of dividends, although this is very important.  In my opinion, that issue is less about who gets how much, at what tax rate and more about rebalancing corporate management decision making, analysts models for valuing companies and investor expectation of how much and in what form to expect returns on their investments.  All this is very good for the health of the financial markets.  I hope it becomes law.

I am referring to the commitment to make hydrogen energy technology the center of our economy.  It doesn’t get any more “center” than transforming the auto industry, from oil based to hydrogen based.  In fairness, the auto industry has already made this commitment.  Mercedes, BMW, Toyota, Honda and now GM have already introduced or have committed to introduce hydrogen-powered cars.  I don’t mean hybrid gas/electric cars, but HYDROGEN powered cars and the implied fuel cell technology that will power most of the world in 50-100 years.

Not only is this transformation inevitable, but already technologically possible.  But to accelerate the process it is necessary for the industrial world (us!) to commit to it and make it so.  I have argued for this declaration for a long time and now we have it stated before the country and the world.  It is lost in the noise around Iraq and taxes, but it may just be the most significant element for the future that was included in the message.

Hydrogen technology will transform the environment; it will eventually make inexpensive energy available in a decentralized global power system and support material wealth around the world.  Most importantly, it will radically transform the political power structure of the world by removing a key element of increasing scarcity and conflict and replacing it with an element of virtually unlimited abundance.  Water, fresh or salt, is the fuel of the future.  No pollution, the byproduct is…water vapor!

For this to become reality sooner required that we commit and lead the world.  Where we lead in this area, the world must follow.  We need to address the huge global dislocation of millions of jobs and infrastructure.  And we need a PLAN to implement over some defined timetable.  This is why a commitment by our country is essential to intensify the timing of this.  And by doing this before it becomes a crisis of actual scarcity is a tribute to our capacity to solve problems.  The President’s announcement is a huge factor in this necessary global transformation.

Lift the suffering of Africa, liberate the planet from limited consciousness regarding energy…we humans can be grateful we live in an age when we can add so much to the future.  Yes, here’s to our GOOD WEALTH!!

Now, for the skeptics, not to mention the cynics, among us:

Psychedelic Déjà Vu: Which Rabbit Hole are we sliding down now?

Or, when everyone else is looking AT the mirror, shouldn’t some of us, at least, look behind or through the mirror (and see the future)?

When we are looking in the mirror, everything we see is a reflection and is reversed.  Left is right and right is left.  In our current fear induced, anxiety laden world, black is white and white is black.  Lewis Carroll is having a big cosmic laugh!

Every day we are subjected to what seems like constant commentary on the near term future by the conscious and unconscious conspirators of “certainty.”  Each commentator, no matter which issue or position, speaks with a knowingness and confidence, as if the mere act of expressing an opinion is the evidence of its validity.  We are discounting the future into the present at so rapid a rate that we have no opportunity to even ask simple questions, such as “Why do you say that?” or “What are the assumptions, not to mention hidden and unexamined assumptions, of your position?”

The notion that we need or ought to assimilate and reflect on the significance of ideas and events has been abandoned.  That which is most perishable, time, has been sacrificed to the gods of “cyber-nano-commercialism.”  Whoever it was who said that you should never challenge someone who buys ink by the barrel, was right.  In the modern version, it is hubris to challenge the role of the “talking heads” of media, government, social movements, religion, you name it.  They buy electrons by the galactic buckyball and shoot them into our eyes and ears at so rapid a rate that we have virtually no possibility to shield ourselves and still remain involved in the significant events and processes of our day.  Been there, done that.  NEXT!  Fear Factor meets the X Games on the field of geopolitics.  And the cheers from the coliseums can be heard around the world!

It is said that the equity market is a great “discounting mechanism.”  This means that the market takes into account the expectations of the future and factors them into the immediate decisions to buy or sell.  This creates the current price of a stock and hence the current value of a company.  The future expectation influences the current value.  But how “future” is “future?”  Have we lost the horizon and now only see the most immediate detail/obstacle/threat on our path?  By the way, path to WHERE?

Commentators speak as if we are all third party observers of some event, or series of events that are happening “out there” or to someone else.  It is as if the great events of our time are spectator sports and mass media is the anointed scribe, the play-by-play and color commentator.  Each day is a Super Bowl of finance and geopolitics.

We observe and “they,” whoever “they” are, are the participants.  It has ALL become theater and we all get to be the drama critics.  No matter that most of us have no real basis or understanding by which to seriously assess the substance of the play.  It is an odd consequence of spinning down the rabbit hole that we lose our orientation and somehow accept the idea that it is the universe spinning and we are just watching it all.  Where have you gone, Copernicus?  The nation turns its lonely eyes to you!

Ok, now that I have gotten that off my chest (again!), Here’s to Your GOOD WEALTH!

Jerry!

