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“To those whom much is given, much is expected.”  Each of us has been blessed—with tremendous resources and opportunities.   As a result, much is expected of us.  We are called upon to give back to our community, to our country.  Many think that America is at a crossroads, but there can be no debate that our individual and collective involvement will be key in determining its future.

An important tradition in our country’s history took place recently—and no, I’m not talking about the World Series.  I’m of course referring to our nation’s presidential election—a privilege of participation that every American shares.  But too often, we forget about blessings like this and others that we enjoy in this country.  We often fail in our obligations to nurture the institutions and democratic principles that assure us those blessings.  

There are three critical factors that will play a pivotal role in our nation’s future:

America’s image and stature in the world is in question. That said, the greatest threat we confront is our own apathy and that of our youth.  Apathy, anger and opting out won’t solve our problems.  Whether you agree or disagree with the direction of your country, your state or your community, you need to get off the bench and back into the game. 

At The Pew Charitable Trusts we have one overriding objective—to advance the debate on the issues that matter to the long-term health and happiness of the American people.  Our primary role is to provide fact-based information in the public interest.  Once the facts are clear and irrefutable, we educate, enable, and advocate for change.  We facilitate the public debate on pressing issues affecting the health of our nation, including: global warming, foster care, ensuring availability of quality, early education, death penalty reform and wilderness and ocean protection, among others.

Let me return to my first concern – America is losing its luster, both domestically and globally.   This was the chief finding of major global public opinion polls commissioned by The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press.  The Center has, over the last two years, been conducting a series of surveys, the largest of which polled some 44 nations and 38,000 individuals.  The results show a disconnect between how Americans perceive themselves and their government and how the rest of the world perceives us.   

The war aside, America's image has taken a beating in recent years: Among longtime NATO allies, in developing countries, in Eastern Europe, and, most dramatically, in Muslim societies.  Since 2000, favorability ratings for the U.S. have fallen in 19 out of 27 countries where benchmark data was available.  While people around the world embrace things American—including our economic and democratic ideals—they condemn U.S. influence on their way of life.  The most frightening finding of all is our image in most of the Muslim world.  Negative views of the U.S. among Muslims are wide and deep—from the Middle East to Indonesia to Nigeria.  

The post-Cold War reality is this:  Old friends who need us less, like us less, especially in Western Europe . . . and we’re failing to win new friends.

Perhaps the most disheartening finding is that we as Americans are clueless.   Our own opinion of ourselves is inflated and strikingly at odds with the rest of the world—80% believe it is a good thing that our ideas and customs are spreading around the world, but we appear insensitive to the cultures and priorities of our global neighbors.

The bar is set high for the U.S., as it should be.  We’re the big kid in the canoe—the only big kid in the canoe these days.  We exercise dominant influence on global affairs, and we need to step up to the obligations that come with that influence.  It’s time to accept the full weight of responsibility that comes with our privileged position. I know working together we can respond.

We are a blessed nation and must remember:  To those whom much is given, much, much more is expected.   We need to do more to reduce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases that contribute to global warming.  We have to move now to save the world’s oceans from destruction.  If not, the impact will be profound.  We must work to improve the quality of life for all the world’s citizens if we are to have peace and prosperity.  The rest of the world believes we are failing to live up to our leadership and stewardship responsibilities as the most powerful and affluent nation.  That should trouble and sadden us all.

What is more tragic is that Americans today—unlike our forefathers—have been taking for granted the democratic ideals that others admire and are willing to die for.  There has been a growing disengagement of Americans—particularly young people—in the last several decades.  In the 2000 election, for example:

· Only a third of eligible Americans under 25 voted. 

· Imagine only 45% of those under 25 even bothered to register to vote.

· 50% said voting was not important.  

The Pew Trusts wanted to halt this trend by investing in projects to increase the motivation, opportunity and ability of young people to vote.   That is why we launched The New Voters Project, the largest grassroots youth voter mobilization campaign in history. It was a non-partisan effort that registered over 350,000 young voters in 6 battleground states. They contacted over 750,000 young voters in the final weeks before the election.  They got the candidates to pay attention to young people as an important voting bloc…. to stop the cycle of neglect and disengagement.

These and other groups’ efforts have been unprecedented this year.  And the results were promising. Our grantees conducted the first solid analysis of youth turnout based on national and state exit polls. They found that the youth turnout indeed rose sharply this year.  21 million voters under the age of 30 went to the polls—that’s a turnout rate of 52 percent and an increase of 4.6 million over the 2000 election.   

And for 42 percent of these young people, it was their first time voting.   That’s something we can all be extremely proud of.  

For those of you in this room who voted—particularly the students—I commend you.   But was this year’s election enough to re-energize and re-engage our citizenry?  I think you’ll agree we have room for improvement. 

One of the Trusts’ founders, J. Howard Pew, gave a speech in 1953, during a hot period in the Cold War. His words still resonate today.  I quote:

“We are constantly being alerted to the dangers of subversive activity at work in our land, but a far greater danger lurks in what has been called subversive inactivity.  No subversive forces can ever conquer a nation that has not first been conquered by subversive inactivity on the part of the citizenry who have failed in their civic duty and in service to their country.  As freedom is our most precious national asset, I am convinced that apathy—indifference—is our greatest national sin.”

We inherited a great democracy.  Shame on us if we take it for granted.  To those whom much is given, much is expected.  

Historically, young Americans have energized civic life.  The major social and political movements—women’s rights, civil rights, human rights—were fueled by the idealism, voices and action of the young.  Agree or disagree with their agenda, you can’t debate the force and impact of their passion. We need their enthusiasm, insights, intellect and commitment if we are going to address the issues that will define our future.  It’s said all the time that young folks are our future.  The survival of our democracy rests with the generation coming of age in it.  Young people who participate learn to build instead of berate; commit instead of complain; defend what they believe in, rather than attack what they don’t understand.  

Many today—perhaps even some of you in this room—see an electoral system that is badly broken, where one person does not equal one vote… where special interests with deep pockets hold all the cards.  Is it any wonder that young people are so disgusted and disenfranchised?  We’ve told them over and over that their voice isn’t heard and their vote doesn’t count.  Is it any surprise that the American public believes that big money can elect a candidate?  Remove someone from office?  Influence those in office and drive public policy in this country?   

Since the late 1980s, the rules governing campaign financing have become totally ineffective. The cost of running for office and the amount of time spent raising money is staggering.  The work we have supported documents a shift in power away from the individual and into the hands of organized special interests.  Knowing this, why wouldn’t Americans silence their voice and shelve their vote?

After years of effort with little progress, campaign finance reform took a huge leap forward with the passage of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act in 2002.  This is a good “case study” of The Pew Trusts’ approach to our work.  I noted earlier that we see ourselves as an honest broker of information in the public interest, but that we often take our role further once the facts are clear and irrefutable.  We also educate, enable, and when the information begs for it, advocate for change.  Campaign finance reform is an issue where the Trusts has advocated for the public interest.  

Over the past seven years, we have funded efforts to shine a bright light on the flow of money into and throughout campaigns, whether tracking television advertising dollars, “soft money” or state campaign contributions.  Our grantee partners educated and advocated as the bills moved to the floors of both the Senate and the House and, upon passage, to Committee.  Throughout the debates, the reform argument drew heavily on the facts, figures and research compiled by at least ten of our partners.  The Trusts supported the legal team that defended the law.  And last December, the Supreme Court upheld all of the major provisions of the law, a stunning victory for all Americans.  

Without transparency and trust in our electoral system, we’ll never bring the public—young or old—back to the voting booths.  All of us here can bring our influence, our intellect and our investments to bear on critical issues by providing accurate, timely information, leveraging resources, and bringing the best ideas and influence to move the needle on problems that matter to the health of our shared civic life.

The Trusts’ investments are not an act of charity.  Our work invests for leverage and returns results.   There’s a sense out there—at least in some part deserved—that foundations are some sort of ATM in the sky.  You figure out the right button to push, and they cough out the cash.  That’s dead wrong.

We approach our work more like strategic investors, looking to derive the maximum benefit from our time, talent and capital.  Like any business, we seek a return on our investment, except, in our case, it is measured not in dollars, but rather in positive, powerful change in the public interest.  

I mentioned three factors in my opening, and I’ll close with the most important:  With our country facing turmoil both at home and abroad, it’s time for American citizens to get off the bench and back into the game.  As Martin Luther King, Jr. once observed, “the ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.”

With the scars of September 11th still fresh in our hearts and the weight of world opinion pressing down upon us… it’s too easy to let cynicism and helplessness rule.   While the challenges are enormous, recognizing our limits is no excuse to embrace them.  Rather it is a mandate to answer the call.  American’s will fight for their rights, and we should do no less in honoring our responsibilities.

If you attended a policy debate or a politically rally, I applaud you.  Next time, bring a friend with you.  Ask their views—you may be surprised and better informed for it.  Coach a Little League team.  Volunteer in a classroom.  E-mail a Senator.  Learn about the issues that affect you and your community… and most importantly, act on them.

If democracy is to thrive, we need the people sitting in this room, folks from every walk of life with the clout and confidence to speak truth to power... to call all citizens to live up to our civic and global responsibilities.  California leads the nation.   You are playing a key role in defining America’s future – on issues ranging from education to the environment, on topics as important as tolerance and diversity.  As you go, so goes the nation.  You—individually and collectively—matter—and matter a lot.   So get informed, get involved and get invested.  
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