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 As April begins there is hope that some extremely bad ideas that were floated last month are 

being discarded.  The tragic projections of the possible coronavirus death toll seem - for now at least - to 

have moved Donald Trump off of his idiotic position that the cure (precautionary measures to reduce 

the pandemic spread) could be worse than the disease itself.  He cited concerns about the economy 

(myopically fixated on the stock market) while ignoring fundamental principles of economics that 

underlie this crisis.  He flirted with advocating for loosening precautions around Easter.  Some Trump 

supporters intensified the folly by suggesting that the elderly would willingly accept greater risks of 

contracting the virus in order to open up economic activity.  Being economics was cited as the rationale 

for these horribly flawed ideas, it is worth explaining how sound economics contradicts these positions.   

 First let’s consider the outlandish position espoused by Trump follower Dan Patrick, the Lt. 

Governor of Texas.   Nearing his 70th birthday, he suggests that he and others in his age cohort should 

willingly accept greater risk of illness or death from the virus “in order to protect the American way of 

life for our children and grandchildren.”  He argues for heaping this collective risk of death on an entire 

generation (by the way he is rabidly anti-abortion.)  Hopefully his children and grandchildren have more 

respect for their elders than he does.     

 Economic scholarship distinguishes between risks that individuals weigh against their own, 

private consequences and risks that our choices foist on others.  Economists track how individuals, such 

as those in risky occupations, trade-off wages and benefits in exchange for less workplace safety.  

However, the profession concludes that collective risk must be managed through public policy.  Social 

processes are needed for identifying levels of collective risk acceptable to the citizenry, in matters such 

as highway safety, food and drug protections, safe drinking water, etc.  Relaxing pandemic precautions 

in the hope of increasing economic activity (largely futile while most workplaces and physical spaces for 

commerce remain unsafe) worsens the threat to the entire population, especially those most vulnerable 

to the most severe outcomes from the corona virus.  Furthermore, sound economics does not provide a 

rationale for pitting one generation or risk cohort against another.   

 A final item on Lt. Gov. Patrick: juxtaposing his position statements online with the inclusive 

principles espoused by Indivisible raises serious concerns about what he truly values in “the American 

way of life” to pass on to future generations.  What in our core principles is jeopardized by a deep 

recession coinciding with this pandemic?  Perhaps he is more worried that the power structure will be 

altered when we overcome this. If these immensely difficult times renew our focus on our country’s 

path toward fulfilling founding ideals, that will be to the betterment of future generations, not a burden.   

 Now to the prolific source of so many baseless claims, flawed ideas and dangerous positions, 

Donald Trump.  Hopefully he has abandoned his “open things up by Easter” death wish.  His illogical 

mindset seems to imply that pandemic policies are like dials on a stereo that can be adjusted to the 

preferred balance between “the cure and the disease.”  The fields of health and environmental 

economics teach us that no such dials exist, rather we must recognize underlying principles of natural 

science.  Economic constructs that are not founded on the immutable laws of nature (laws of 



thermodynamics/energy, population dynamics, carbon cycles, etc.) are destined to fail.  Many are 

pushing back on Trump’s thinking, noting that loosening precautions too early will not only undo the 

gains from sacrifices thus far but ultimately make the carnage from this pandemic far worse.  Dr. Fauci 

captured this wisdom saying “the virus sets the timeline.“  Trump notes correctly that social science 

research shows that social ills such as crime, suicide, and domestic violence worsen during bad 

economic times, but fails to factor in that these ills and others will be far worse if we let down our 

guards so the coronavirus death toll multiplies.   

 I think we have a local example of these principles in how our Native neighbors of the Red Lake 

Nation came together to address the collapse of the walleye population two decades ago.  Having the 

honor of directing work on preferred rules for resuming walleye harvest as the population was 

recovering, I developed a deep respect for the families that took on great sacrifice to support the 

moratorium.  Hundreds of families agreed to stop their livelihoods from fishing for the prospect that the 

tradition could continue years later when the population recovered.  This immense hardship was taken 

on based on the environmental wisdom that the laws of nature couldn’t be violated.  Continuing fishing 

while the fish population crashed would be both unsustainable and self-defeating.  Hopefully we will 

apply similar wisdom in admitting that “the virus sets the timeline.”   

 The last economic insight I’d like to offer comes from the literature on environmental risks.  

Minnesota has been a leader over the last half century on many policies to address emerging 

environmental threats.  We set precautionary policies to reduce the threats from acid rain in the 80s 

and mercury pollution in the 90s.  As noted above, the policy process involves identifying levels of 

collective risk acceptable to the citizenry.  Pollution control policies to “play it safe” and “hedge our 

bets” were adopted with the support of the majority of Minnesotans.  Not all of the potential outcomes 

from either of these pollution problems were known when precautions were enacted, but the balance 

was set in favor of “doing too much, too soon” rather than “too little, too late.”  The regret from 

overshooting for a cleaner environment would be much less than the prospect of allowing irreversible 

damages to our lakes or compromising human health due to mercury levels in the fish we eat.    

 Leadership in implementing these environmental policies was founded on leadership in 

researching the risks.  The investment in resources to understand the risk paid for itself many times over 

because the knowledge supported more precise setting of precautionary actions.  The steps in this 

process are referred to as risk assessment and risk management.  Our country is struggling to do risk 

management with the pandemic because we have underinvested in risk assessment.   

 Economics teaches us that in risky situations like this, information is exceedingly valuable.  Here 

it could have come from testing months ago when the threat became known to federal officials.  The 

oft-repeated phrase is that “we are flying blind” - meaning our risk management tools are more crude 

given the failure to gather valuable information.  The bad ideas discussed above are errors of 

commission due to misapplying economic reasoning.  In contrast, the failure to invest in testing in a 

timely fashion has been an error of omission.  At the time of Trump’s speech touting “his numbers” in 

arguing the cruise ship shouldn’t be allowed to dock and predicting the US cases would hit zero the 

following week, we should have been deep into testing.  Trump is at least two months late in taking this 

seriously.  This is lost time we cannot regain.  The result will be much greater human loss and much 

worse damages to the economy than if we’d invested promptly.  


