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OPINION

M
any sectors are reel-
ing frommassive labor
shortages— but few

affect familiesmore intimately
thanwhat is happeningwith
child care.With lengthywait-
ing lists and soaring costs, the
scale of the crisis is obvious.
Less clear is how the country
can quickly fix it.
First, the problem: Like other

caregiver industries, child care
was hit hard by COVID-19.
There are nearly 90,000 fewer
child care workers today than
in February 2020— an 8.4%
reduction in the workforce.
According to a February 2022
report by Child Care Aware of
America, a nonprofit associa-
tion, nearly 16,000 programs in
37 states shut down during the
pandemic.With birthrates re-
bounding andmillions of work-
ers returning to the office, these
closures have placed enormous
pressure on parents.
Yet child care was in trou-

ble long before the pandemic.
The industry has operated on a
flawed businessmodel for de-
cades.
Because infants and toddlers

requiremore staffing than
other age groups, programs
are labor-intensive and costly
to run. But imposing higher
charges to reflect those costs
wouldmake them unaffordable
formany families. As a result,
centers operate at very slim
profit margins, offeringworkers
lowwages and few benefits for
grueling work. It’s nowonder
somany caregivers have left to
work in industries such as retail
and hospitality. ...
The status quo is plainly

untenable. But creating a bet-
termodel will require creative
thinking, collaboration and
resources.

Currently, public spending

on child care is fragmented,
inconsistent and relatively
meager: The U.S. government
spends about $500 on child care
per toddler annually,while the
average for the international
Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development is
$14,436.
The pandemic relief packages

were lifelines for the industry
at a desperatemoment. But
those funds are set to lapse in
September 2024, leaving states
with a fiscal cliff of nearly
$50 billion. If we do not want
American families to bear the
financial burden for a sinking
industry, government will have
to step in.

Themost politically feasible
optionwould be for Congress
to bolster the Child Care and
Development Block Grant pro-
gram,which supports low-in-
come families. That would alle-
viate pressure on themost vul-
nerable households but would
not address the labor shortages.
Other possibilities include

expanding the Child and De-
pendent Care Credit — or ex-
tending and strengthening the
child tax credit for all families.
Bothwould helpmore families
pay close to the real cost of
child care, allowing providers to
increase wages.
And it should not all fall

on the federal government.
NewMexico, for example, an-
nounced in April that it would
provide a year of free child care
to families earning up to 400%
of the federal poverty level, us-
ing funds from taxes on fossil
fuel production.
Though it would be difficult

tomake that sort of expansive
model permanent or replicate
it elsewhere, states have room
to get creative with revenue
streams.

“I
sympathize with the vic-
tims of Hurricane Sandy
and believe that those

who purchased flood insurance
should have their claims paid,”
then-Florida Rep. Ron DeSan-
tis said on voting against a $9.7

billion aid pack-
age for Sandy’s
victims in 2013.
But, he went on,
letting the pro-
gram increase
federal debt by
that amount
without spending
cuts elsewhere
“is not fiscally

responsible.”
DeSantis was not wrong.

Today we can sympathize with
the victims of Hurricane Ian
and believe those who bought
flood insurance should have
their claims paid. But no,
America’s taxpayers should
not be asked to replace mil-
lion-dollar beach houses built
in flood zones, which much of

South Florida is.
It is not a total surprise that

now-Florida Gov. DeSantis has
abandoned these conservative
principles and has gone full
socialist.
He’s asked the federal gov-

ernment to bear
100% of the cost
for removing
debris and emer-
gency services
for 60 days, and
90% of the cost
after that. He
says actual as-
sessments of the

damage “would be a clear waste
of resources during a time of
critical need.”
As DeSantis would have it,

it is bad manners to inquire
into possible fraud, something
with which Florida is not unac-
quainted.
Blue state Democrats patting

their backs over President Joe
Biden’s generous offer to help
Florida storm victims “every

step of the way” should recon-
sider. They should ask them-
selves exactly what they are
helping with.
Thanks to fraudulent claims,

aggressive lawsuits and more
severe weather (aka climate
change), the premiums for
property insurance in Florida
have jumped to $4,231 a year,
triple the national average.
And most homeowners policies
don’t cover floods.
For that, one goes to the

National Flood Insurance
Program, run by FEMA. The
program limits payment for
building damage to $250,000 —
and recently updated its rates
to reflect the increased risks of
more violent storms, rising sea
levels and the cost of replacing
the buildings.
Before Ian hit, a couple who

had just built a grand new home
in St. Petersburg expressed
outrage to see their flood insur-
ance premium rise from $441 to
$4,986. They worry about their

ability to sell the house in the
future, according to The Wall
Street Journal.
In 2013, a dear friend living in

Rowayton on the Connecticut
coast suffered terribly when
Sandy swept six inches of water
into his first floor.
As mold crawled up the walls,

he slept with a mask over his
mouth.
A middle-income guy who

just retired, he emptied his
pension savings trying to re-
store the house to a livable
condition. And that was after
the federal insurance money
kicked in.
When he died, the house was

sold to a Wall Streeter who lev-
eled it and built a beach man-
sion on raised ground. Still,
when the storms and high tides
are working together, the street
in front of the new manse
floods, letting people paddle by
in kayaks.
And so the trauma must be

mixed with reality. The U.S.

Treasury can’t be drained to re-
place properties put in the path
of disaster time after time.
Sanibel Island was heaven on

a barrier island. But in 2019,
the local paper published a
piece titled “Farewell, Sanibel.”
“In 20 to 40 years,” Jesse

Wilson wrote in a state of an-
ticipatory grief, “my childhood
home of Sanibel Island will not
exist as it does now.”
Little did she know that she

didn’t have decades but three
years before her fears were re-
alized.
Rebuilding after Ian should

now be up to the people and
their insurers. The bill for help
beyond immediate emergency
services ought not go to the
taxpayers of Massachusetts and
Nebraska.
The 2013 DeSantis was right

about that.
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T
here’s an understandable
tendency to think of presi-
dential actions in terms of

how they will affect upcoming
elections. But it’s worth taking
a step back to consider what

President Joe
Biden’s move on
marijuana policy
tells us about how
democracy actu-
ally works.
No automatic

mechanism con-
verts public opin-
ion into public
policy. And even
when opinion

is reflected in policy, change
tends to occur incrementally.
That’s certainly been the case

for marijuana. Very marginal
steps toward legalization took

place state by
state working
up to national
policy change —
though Biden’s
pardons of peo-
ple convicted of
possession still
falls far short of
where the public
is on this issue.

One survey finds a solid 69%
of Americans in favor of legal-
ization.
Why does policy tend to

lag behind public opinion?
For one, it usually takes orga-
nized groups, especially those
aligned with political parties,
to bring about significant
change. But advocacy for mar-
ijuana liberalization has been
driven, by and large, by indi-
viduals.
Proponents of liberaliza-

tion won enough support

from groups aligned with the
Democratic Party that decrim-
inalization and other steps
were included in their 2020
platform. Presidents and their
parties tend to at least try to
keep their campaign promises.
That’s what Biden is doing.
They often fall short, as Biden
has done on voting rights, be-
cause they don’t have the votes
in Congress or otherwise can’t
make things happen. But they
do usually try.
Biden also is moving cau-

tiously because presidential
action entails real risks — for
Biden, but also for the policy
Democrats want.
Presidential involvement

on any issue tends to polarize
public opinion. Because Dem-
ocrats are already almost all in
favor of legalization, nothing
can be gained on that side.
At the same time, Republican

voters who now support mar-
ijuana legalization may flip to
opposing it once it’s identified
with a Democratic president.
Opposing the president is such
a strong impulse that it even
has led to a surprising amount
of Republican support for Rus-
sia and opposition to Ukraine
in the current conflict.
This is also a tricky area to

navigate for prominent Repub-
licans.
Normally, it’s safe for them

to simply oppose whatever
Biden supports. But in this
case, Biden is endorsing some-
thing already very popular,
including among many Repub-
lican voters.
As the midterms approach,

Republicans could find their
vocal opposition to Biden in

general undermined by voter
support for Biden’s move on
marijuana.
The current situation isn’t

unlike what happened with
former President Barack
Obama and marriage equality.
The right to same-sex mar-
riage was gaining in popularity,
especially among Democrats,
yet Obama feared the political
consequences of moving ahead,
and also had less ability to ef-
fect policy change.
It’s doubtful that marijuana

will make much difference in
this fall’s midterms.
The issue unites Democrats

(by a margin of 86% to 7% in
a recent poll conducted by
Civiqs, a public opinion firm)
while splitting Republicans
down the middle (45% to 43%),
so there might be some room
for Democrats to grab some
Republican votes. But only so
many people are open to flip-
ping their planned vote at this
point, and of those only a very
limited number tell pollsters
that marijuana policy is a high
priority.
It was smart of Biden to wait

for public opinion, rather than
to try to lead it.
The question now will be

whether support for legal weed
has become strong enough that
presidential involvement will
no longer matter. We’ll see.

Bernstein is a Bloomberg News
columnist covering politics and

policy. A former professor of
political science at the University
of Texas at San Antonio and
DePauw University, he wrote A
Plain Blog About Politics:
@jbview.
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