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IMULTANEOUSLY, TWO very different stories are unfolding about women in 
the military, speaking to the best and worst about our force’s capacity to reform 
and repulse. As the Pentagon allows more women to train for roles that had been 
previously closed under the antiquated combat exclusion rules, the unfolding rape 

scandal at Lackland Air Force Base in Texas shows that some men still view assault as 
sport. The mixed narratives, some argue, suggest what can happen when the sexes merge, 
when the stresses of war mix with physical proximity. Even General Edward Rice, the 
head of Air Force personnel, hinted that separation in basic training might be the best 
solution.  

This notion — that sexual abuse is somehow tied to the the emergence of women 
in closer proximity to combat — is a complete ruse. Women in combat are not a cause of 
sexual assault, but they could be the cure.  

The Lackland incident is shocking in its scope and in the relative lack of public 
attention it received. An internal Air Force investigation proves that 31 women have 
recently been victimized at the training centers there, mostly by male instructors. No new 
inclusion efforts have gone into effect at Lackland.  

Sex-abuse scandals, such as the 1991 Tailhook incident, have plagued the military 
since well before women took on, if not by law 
but in practice, more combat roles in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Data released last week shows nearly 
20,000 “violent sexual offenses” within the ranks 
last year alone, and thousands more 
unacknowledged. Defense Secretary Leon 
Panetta has required new and basic “zero 
tolerance” policies that ensure that allegations of 
sexual crimes are reviewed by seasoned officers, and not the victim’s (and often the 
perpetrator’s) immediate commander.  

There is no dearth of ways to address the military’s sexual assault problem, 
including changes to rules that prohibit uniformed personnel from seeking civil remedies 
against the military as a way to hold a third party (the Pentagon) responsible. Less radical 
would be the establishment of civilian oversight of training and reporting on sexual 
harassment. Another proposal would require the Pentagon to maintain a central registry 
of offenders’ names.  

What is not a solution is the notion that segregation of the sexes in training or 
combat will stem assaults. It’s unrealistic, panders to stereotypes, and discriminates 
against women. Worst of all, it may contribute to the violence. The problem of sexual 
assaults is the product of a system that has thrived on the premise that women are not of 
equal status, a premise reflected in the combat exclusion rules themselves.  

Those rules make no sense in modern-day warfare. On the battlefield, such rules 
are not enforced, and women often fight alongside men. It’s quite possible that such 
integration has contributed to an increase in sexual assaults in the past few years, but the 
challenges and stresses facing the military in a period of sustained war can’t be 
discounted; suicides and substance abuse are also on the rise. This all then leads some 
women to wonder whether joining the military is a good career move, making the kinds 
of numbers necessary for true integration impossible.  

Instead of proposing a new form of exclusionary rules, the Pentagon should 
realize that these two narratives — women as warrior and women as victim — inevitably 
come together. While sexual assault occurs in all professions, it will surely be less 
prevalent in a system where women have equal footing, a strong numerical presence, and 
well-earned leadership roles. Women in combat will then be normal and the question of 
proximity will be moot.  
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will surely be less prevalent in a system
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earned leadership roles. Women in
combat will then be normal and the
question of proximity will be moot.

Every service is opening its doors
just a little bit more this summer and
fall. This is progress. But 250,000 mili-
tary jobs are still closed to women, and
so long as they are, men and women
will view each other suspiciously, over a
divide that should not hold.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @ju-
liettekayyem
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“Proximity”
debate has
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O
NCE UPON a time, all you
needed to be an organic
farmer in America was a
pair of Birkenstocks and a

commitment to keep your products
chemical-free. Those idealistic days
of the 1990s are long gone. Today,
organic farming is a $30 billion in-
dustry dominated by Big Agricul-
ture, backed up by Uncle Sam and a
federal rulebook that gets longer ev-
ery day.

In the halls of Congress, the rhet-
oric never changes: Vote against new
regulations and you side with big
business; support tough rules and
side with the little guy. But history
tells us that, far from restraining the
power of big companies, an over-
bearing regulatory bureaucracy ben-
efits them just about every time. Last
month, the White House released e-
mails detailing the deal it cut with
PhRMA — the drug industry’s lobby-
ing arm — to win support for Obam-
acare. And the size and market share
of America’s biggest banks have only
grown since the passage of Dodd-
Frank banking regulations.

But if those examples hold too
much partisan history for you, how
about organic farming? As The New
York Times reported recently, “the
industry’s image — contented cows
grazing on the green hills of family-
owned farms — is mostly pure fanta-
sy.”

In 1997 the US Department of
Agriculture first proposed a set of
national standards for the industry.
They became the law of the land in

2002. Today, the National Organic
Standards Board keeps a list of 250
non-organic food additives that can
be used under the “certified organic”
label. That’s three times the number
listed just 10 years
ago. As the Soviets
proved time and
again, a good cen-
tral committee
can kill just about
anything.

Only a few
farmers saw this
coming. I was in
the US House
when the national
standards were
first proposed,
and around that
time I was ap-
proached by a
smart, passionate,
organic farmer
from Vermont.
Like many of his
peers, he was part
of a local associa-
tion that certified
the practices of its own members. At
that point, they were mostly con-
cerned about two issues: the use of
sludge from municipal waste water
treatment plants as fertilizer and the
use of microwaves to kill foodborne
pathogens. They wanted the federal
definition of “organic” to exclude
both.

As a consumer, neither practice
particularly bothered me (although
the less time spent thinking about

organic fertilizer, the better). But as
an American, my feelings were
strong: The organic farmers of Ver-
mont — or New Hampshire or any-
where else — can decide for them-

selves what consti-
tutes “organic.” I
was happy to
weigh in with the
USDA on their be-
half, but my larger
message to them
was a warning.

Many of them
mistook federal
rules as a way to
keep standards
high and the cor-
porate world out.
In reality, the fed-
eral stamp of ap-
proval helped big
companies control
the entire space.
Local farmers
might win the bat-
tle over sludge,
but they would
lose the war once

power was firmly in the hands of a
national regulator. Deciding what is
allowed in ostensibly organic foods
is easily the most important thing
the National Organic Standards
Board does, yet the list of allowed
additives keeps getting longer at big
farm companies’ request.

All regulators want to be efficient;
many want to be liked. That makes
them subject to influence by those
they oversee. Regulators solicit end-

less input on questions ranging from
how to organize the bureaucracy to
what new rules should say. Inevita-
bly, the biggest fish in the pond are
best positioned to influence their
regulators. It’s called regulatory cap-
ture, and the likelihood of it should
always be part of the debate.

Pushing back against the regula-
tory tide isn’t about favoring big
business; it’s about containing the
power of the state. Just because
something is a good idea (organic
farming), doesn’t mean it should be
a law; and just because something
should be a law doesn’t mean it
should be a federal law. Obsession
with turning every good idea into
law has also given us federal bans on
two-gallon toilet flushes and Edi-
son’s incandescent bulb. The win-
ners of this Washington micro-man-
agement have been the biggest
plumbing and lighting manufactur-
ers in the country.

My friend from Vermont had a vi-
sion: organic products produced on
local farms, delivered to appreciative
customers at an honest price. When
that dream was turned over to the
federal government, it pretty much
died. Whether tyranny flows from
the monarch or the bureaucrat, big
government never serves the little
guy well — a lesson that organic
farmers of America have learned the
hard way.

John E. Sununu, a regular Globe
contributor, is a former Republican
US senator from New Hampshire.

By Jennifer Graham

A
S MATH problems go, it looked
pretty simple: The school district
wanted $420 to ferry my kids to
school next year; a friend had a

battered Volkswagen for sale for $500.
For the equivalent outlay of a couple

tanks of gas, I could not only cover next
year’s transportation but reclaim posses-
sion of my own car, kidnapped by teen-ag-
ers for the better part of a year. It was the
perfect solution for all involved, until the
little car collided with the Massachusetts
inspection system.

“It’ll never pass,” the mechanic said,
clearly amused that I had ever thought dif-
ferently. Overcome by old-car sticker shock
— the ratio of repair costs to ultimate value
— I bailed. So the VW, which had been fer-
rying its owner to and from work until she
bought a new car last month, will now be
donated for a tax deduction and “recycled,”
meaning: stripped of usable parts, then
crushed like an oversized tin can. “Recy-
cling” is to cars much as “Alpo” is to horses:
Neither will be used for transportation
again.

This seems like a terrible waste, particu-
larly with our country’s new use-it-up,
wear-it-out, make-it-do mantra. We’re all
afraid to throw out as much as a plastic so-
da bottle, given that it can be used as a
bird feeder, workout weight, or festive
patio lantern instead of destroying the
Earth via dastardly landfill. Two-ton
cars, however, we’re enthusiastically
encouraged to toss. (Nearly
700,000 cars were trad-
ed during the gov-
ernment’s Cash for
Clunkers program in
2009.) Much is said

about the need for affordable housing, but
nothing at all about the need for affordable
cars, even as the average cost of a new car
now exceeds $30,000.

The US Department of Transportation
says the average car stays on the road for 12
years, and the VW, built in 1995, is pushing
17. Still, it amiably chugs along, spewing
no visible smoke, unaware that it has been
sentenced to a horrible end at the hands of
Kars 4 Kids. On the charity’s website flash-
es a list of newly doomed cars: a Volvo
abandoned by Gilbert in Brookline; a Ford
Focus rejected by Robert in Roslindale. So
much promise, so many serviceable parts
— forever lost because of unobtainable in-
spection stickers.

But OK. Maybe the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts isn’t so much after our $29
(it’s not a tax!) but is concerned — really
concerned — about our physical welfare.
The Jetta had, the dour mechanic said, un-
derbody rust, overly salted tie rods, a bro-
ken front grille, an oil leak, and a failing
clutch. That the broken front grille had

made it past last year’s inspection was no
problem of his. It would cost thousands to
fix what was wrong, he said, magically
transforming the previously outrageous
bus fee into the transportation deal of the
year.

The VW would still be on the road if it
were garaged in South Carolina or Mon-
tana. Most states do not require safety in-
spections anymore, although New England
states still do. Like a killer caught in Texas,
the Jetta will die for an accident of geogra-
phy, for the disparate liberties we call
states’ rights.

But one can be a champion of small,
limited government and still wish for that
government to make sense. Looking at the
disconnected pieces that make up the puz-
zle of our nation’s vehicle inspections, one
longs for the firm, steadying hand of a na-
tional bureaucracy.

Our interstates are porous. Vacationers
from states without mandatory inspections
dart in and out of our borders each day. We
do not deny the occasional Minnesotan the
right to travel the Mass. Pike for lack of a
safety inspection 1,400 miles away. But in
letting him in, endangering our own safe
cars with his loose hubcaps and marginal
brakes, our own proud decals seem dimin-
ished — less a safety measure, more a tax.
We could secede, but that seems like a lot of
trouble to keep the sticker-less barbarian
Volvos at the gate.

Still, we can all sleep better tonight,
knowing that, here in New England, we
keep our roads safe, and our air quality
pure, one rusty little Jetta at a time. Our in-
tentions are good. I can’t help but wonder,
though, if it isn’t the 6-miles-per-gallon
school bus that should be grounded.

Jennifer Graham is a writer in Hopkinton.

JOHN E. SUNUNU

Uncle Sam subverts organic farming

Death by inspection
A perfectly useful car meets an unnecessary and wasteful end
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women to train for roles that had been
previously closed under the antiquated
combat exclusion rules, the unfolding
rape scandal at Lackland Air Force Base
in Texas shows that some men still view
assault as sport. The mixed narratives,
some argue, suggest what can happen
when the sexes merge, when the stress-
es of war mix with physical proximity.
Even General Edward Rice, the head of

Air Force personnel, hinted that separa-
tion in basic training might be the best
solution.

This notion — that sexual abuse is
somehow tied to the the emergence of
women in closer proximity to combat —
is a complete ruse. Women in combat
are not a cause of sexual assault, but
they could be the cure.

The Lackland incident is shocking in
its scope and in the relative lack of pub-
lic attention it received. An internal Air
Force investigation proves that 31
women have recently been victimized at
the training centers there, mostly by
male instructors. No new inclusion ef-
forts have gone into effect at Lackland.

Sex-abuse scandals, such as the 1991
Tailhook incident, have plagued the
military since well before women took
on, if not by law but in practice, more
combat roles in Afghanistan and Iraq.
Data released last week shows nearly
20,000 “violent sexual offenses” within
the ranks last year alone, and thou-
sands more unacknowledged. Defense
Secretary Leon Panetta has required
new and basic “zero tolerance” policies
that ensure that allegations of sexual
crimes are reviewed by seasoned offi-
cers, and not the victim’s (and often the
perpetrator’s) immediate commander.

There is no dearth of ways to ad-
dress the military’s sexual assault prob-
lem, including changes to rules that
prohibit uniformed personnel from
seeking civil remedies against the mili-
tary as a way to hold a third party (the
Pentagon) responsible. Less radical
would be the establishment of civilian
oversight of training and reporting on
sexual harassment. Another proposal
would require the Pentagon to maintain
a central registry of offenders’ names.

What is not a solution is the notion
that segregation of the sexes in training
or combat will stem assaults. It’s unre-
alistic, panders to stereotypes, and dis-
criminates against women. Worst of all,
it may contribute to the violence. The
problem of sexual assaults is the prod-
uct of a system that has thrived on the
premise that women are not of equal
status, a premise reflected in the com-
bat exclusion rules themselves.

Those rules make no sense in mod-
ern-day warfare. On the battlefield,
such rules are not enforced, and women
often fight alongside men. It’s quite
possible that such integration has con-
tributed to an increase in sexual as-
saults in the past few years, but the
challenges and stresses facing the mili-
tary in a period of sustained war can’t
be discounted; suicides and substance
abuse are also on the rise. This all then
leads some women to wonder whether
joining the military is a good career
move, making the kinds of numbers
necessary for true integration impossi-
ble.

Instead of proposing a new form of
exclusionary rules, the Pentagon should
realize that these two narratives —
women as warrior and women as victim
— inevitably come together. While sexu-
al assault occurs in all professions, it
will surely be less prevalent in a system
where women have equal footing, a
strong numerical presence, and well-
earned leadership roles. Women in
combat will then be normal and the
question of proximity will be moot.

Every service is opening its doors
just a little bit more this summer and
fall. This is progress. But 250,000 mili-
tary jobs are still closed to women, and
so long as they are, men and women
will view each other suspiciously, over a
divide that should not hold.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @ju-
liettekayyem

JULIETTE KAYYEM

“Proximity”
debate has
it backward

Women in combat are
not a cause of sexual
assault, but they could
be the cure.

O
NCE UPON a time, all you
needed to be an organic
farmer in America was a
pair of Birkenstocks and a

commitment to keep your products
chemical-free. Those idealistic days
of the 1990s are long gone. Today,
organic farming is a $30 billion in-
dustry dominated by Big Agricul-
ture, backed up by Uncle Sam and a
federal rulebook that gets longer ev-
ery day.

In the halls of Congress, the rhet-
oric never changes: Vote against new
regulations and you side with big
business; support tough rules and
side with the little guy. But history
tells us that, far from restraining the
power of big companies, an over-
bearing regulatory bureaucracy ben-
efits them just about every time. Last
month, the White House released e-
mails detailing the deal it cut with
PhRMA — the drug industry’s lobby-
ing arm — to win support for Obam-
acare. And the size and market share
of America’s biggest banks have only
grown since the passage of Dodd-
Frank banking regulations.

But if those examples hold too
much partisan history for you, how
about organic farming? As The New
York Times reported recently, “the
industry’s image — contented cows
grazing on the green hills of family-
owned farms — is mostly pure fanta-
sy.”

In 1997 the US Department of
Agriculture first proposed a set of
national standards for the industry.
They became the law of the land in

2002. Today, the National Organic
Standards Board keeps a list of 250
non-organic food additives that can
be used under the “certified organic”
label. That’s three times the number
listed just 10 years
ago. As the Soviets
proved time and
again, a good cen-
tral committee
can kill just about
anything.

Only a few
farmers saw this
coming. I was in
the US House
when the national
standards were
first proposed,
and around that
time I was ap-
proached by a
smart, passionate,
organic farmer
from Vermont.
Like many of his
peers, he was part
of a local associa-
tion that certified
the practices of its own members. At
that point, they were mostly con-
cerned about two issues: the use of
sludge from municipal waste water
treatment plants as fertilizer and the
use of microwaves to kill foodborne
pathogens. They wanted the federal
definition of “organic” to exclude
both.

As a consumer, neither practice
particularly bothered me (although
the less time spent thinking about

organic fertilizer, the better). But as
an American, my feelings were
strong: The organic farmers of Ver-
mont — or New Hampshire or any-
where else — can decide for them-

selves what consti-
tutes “organic.” I
was happy to
weigh in with the
USDA on their be-
half, but my larger
message to them
was a warning.

Many of them
mistook federal
rules as a way to
keep standards
high and the cor-
porate world out.
In reality, the fed-
eral stamp of ap-
proval helped big
companies control
the entire space.
Local farmers
might win the bat-
tle over sludge,
but they would
lose the war once

power was firmly in the hands of a
national regulator. Deciding what is
allowed in ostensibly organic foods
is easily the most important thing
the National Organic Standards
Board does, yet the list of allowed
additives keeps getting longer at big
farm companies’ request.

All regulators want to be efficient;
many want to be liked. That makes
them subject to influence by those
they oversee. Regulators solicit end-

less input on questions ranging from
how to organize the bureaucracy to
what new rules should say. Inevita-
bly, the biggest fish in the pond are
best positioned to influence their
regulators. It’s called regulatory cap-
ture, and the likelihood of it should
always be part of the debate.

Pushing back against the regula-
tory tide isn’t about favoring big
business; it’s about containing the
power of the state. Just because
something is a good idea (organic
farming), doesn’t mean it should be
a law; and just because something
should be a law doesn’t mean it
should be a federal law. Obsession
with turning every good idea into
law has also given us federal bans on
two-gallon toilet flushes and Edi-
son’s incandescent bulb. The win-
ners of this Washington micro-man-
agement have been the biggest
plumbing and lighting manufactur-
ers in the country.

My friend from Vermont had a vi-
sion: organic products produced on
local farms, delivered to appreciative
customers at an honest price. When
that dream was turned over to the
federal government, it pretty much
died. Whether tyranny flows from
the monarch or the bureaucrat, big
government never serves the little
guy well — a lesson that organic
farmers of America have learned the
hard way.

John E. Sununu, a regular Globe
contributor, is a former Republican
US senator from New Hampshire.

By Jennifer Graham

A
S MATH problems go, it looked
pretty simple: The school district
wanted $420 to ferry my kids to
school next year; a friend had a

battered Volkswagen for sale for $500.
For the equivalent outlay of a couple

tanks of gas, I could not only cover next
year’s transportation but reclaim posses-
sion of my own car, kidnapped by teen-ag-
ers for the better part of a year. It was the
perfect solution for all involved, until the
little car collided with the Massachusetts
inspection system.

“It’ll never pass,” the mechanic said,
clearly amused that I had ever thought dif-
ferently. Overcome by old-car sticker shock
— the ratio of repair costs to ultimate value
— I bailed. So the VW, which had been fer-
rying its owner to and from work until she
bought a new car last month, will now be
donated for a tax deduction and “recycled,”
meaning: stripped of usable parts, then
crushed like an oversized tin can. “Recy-
cling” is to cars much as “Alpo” is to horses:
Neither will be used for transportation
again.

This seems like a terrible waste, particu-
larly with our country’s new use-it-up,
wear-it-out, make-it-do mantra. We’re all
afraid to throw out as much as a plastic so-
da bottle, given that it can be used as a
bird feeder, workout weight, or festive
patio lantern instead of destroying the
Earth via dastardly landfill. Two-ton
cars, however, we’re enthusiastically
encouraged to toss. (Nearly
700,000 cars were trad-
ed during the gov-
ernment’s Cash for
Clunkers program in
2009.) Much is said

about the need for affordable housing, but
nothing at all about the need for affordable
cars, even as the average cost of a new car
now exceeds $30,000.

The US Department of Transportation
says the average car stays on the road for 12
years, and the VW, built in 1995, is pushing
17. Still, it amiably chugs along, spewing
no visible smoke, unaware that it has been
sentenced to a horrible end at the hands of
Kars 4 Kids. On the charity’s website flash-
es a list of newly doomed cars: a Volvo
abandoned by Gilbert in Brookline; a Ford
Focus rejected by Robert in Roslindale. So
much promise, so many serviceable parts
— forever lost because of unobtainable in-
spection stickers.

But OK. Maybe the Commonwealth of
Massachusetts isn’t so much after our $29
(it’s not a tax!) but is concerned — really
concerned — about our physical welfare.
The Jetta had, the dour mechanic said, un-
derbody rust, overly salted tie rods, a bro-
ken front grille, an oil leak, and a failing
clutch. That the broken front grille had

made it past last year’s inspection was no
problem of his. It would cost thousands to
fix what was wrong, he said, magically
transforming the previously outrageous
bus fee into the transportation deal of the
year.

The VW would still be on the road if it
were garaged in South Carolina or Mon-
tana. Most states do not require safety in-
spections anymore, although New England
states still do. Like a killer caught in Texas,
the Jetta will die for an accident of geogra-
phy, for the disparate liberties we call
states’ rights.

But one can be a champion of small,
limited government and still wish for that
government to make sense. Looking at the
disconnected pieces that make up the puz-
zle of our nation’s vehicle inspections, one
longs for the firm, steadying hand of a na-
tional bureaucracy.

Our interstates are porous. Vacationers
from states without mandatory inspections
dart in and out of our borders each day. We
do not deny the occasional Minnesotan the
right to travel the Mass. Pike for lack of a
safety inspection 1,400 miles away. But in
letting him in, endangering our own safe
cars with his loose hubcaps and marginal
brakes, our own proud decals seem dimin-
ished — less a safety measure, more a tax.
We could secede, but that seems like a lot of
trouble to keep the sticker-less barbarian
Volvos at the gate.

Still, we can all sleep better tonight,
knowing that, here in New England, we
keep our roads safe, and our air quality
pure, one rusty little Jetta at a time. Our in-
tentions are good. I can’t help but wonder,
though, if it isn’t the 6-miles-per-gallon
school bus that should be grounded.

Jennifer Graham is a writer in Hopkinton.

JOHN E. SUNUNU

Uncle Sam subverts organic farming

Death by inspection
A perfectly useful car meets an unnecessary and wasteful end
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is progress. But 250,000 military jobs are still closed to women, and so long as they are, 
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