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By Elton Langford
Guest Columnist

O ccasion-
ally I’m asked 
why DeSoto 

County is part of the 
Peace River Manasota 
Regional Water 
Authority? Why 
doesn’t the county have 
its own water plant?

The Peace River 
Manasota Regional 
Water Supply 
Authority is a 
partnership that 
includes DeSoto, 
Charlotte, Manatee 
and Sarasota counties. 
What in the world 
could such different 
communities have in 
common? It’s water. 

It’s water for 
schools and hospitals, 
water for homes and 
businesses, water now 
and in the future.

In DeSoto County we 
need less water now, 
but in the future our 
needs will change.

Charlotte County 
has relied on the 
Authority for 
water supply for 
many years.

Sarasota County’s 
needs have grown 
over the 25-plus years 
the authority has 
been in place and, 
like DeSoto, Manatee 
County will need 
water in the future.

DeSoto County is 
part of the authority 
because planning 
for, investing in and 
developing water 
supplies is far more 
affordable acting 
together than any of 
us could do alone. 
Better still, together 
we qualify for grants 
and benefits from 

regional, state and 
federal agencies. 
We can’t do that 
independently. Those 
grants help offset the 
cost of water in all 
of our communities. 
No matter the 
resources in each of 
our communities, 
we all want to be 
good steward of 
the public purse.

Through the 
authority, we’re 
interconnecting 
our water systems. 
It’s costly to do so, 
but so worth it. Just 
ask the residents of 
Charlotte County 
who would have been 
totally without water 
following Hurricane 
Charley if other water 
systems in the region 
were not connected. 
All of us learned 
that value then. 
Since, we’ve been 
diligently working to 
interconnect to create 
resilience against 
disasters, to ensure 
all of us have water.

In short, we are 
better off together.

We’re creating 
water security, 
something very 
few places have, 
something that’s 
getting harder 
to achieve.

Our focus on being 
good stewards while 
seeking water security 
has dividends. Last 
year we applied for 
a 50-year permit 
to take water from 
the Peace River. 

This year it 
was granted. 

We will continue 
to ensure that the 
Peace River nourishes 
Charlotte Harbor, as 

we always have. The 
harbor is vital to the 
economic vitality 
of our Charlotte 
County partners.

That 50-year permit 
is the cornerstone 
of our security for 
decades to come. 
In the intervening 
years, we’re investing 
in expanding the 
authority facilities, 
increasing intake, 
expanding treatment 
and adding storage, 
another reservoir.

Many people in the 
area don’t remember 
the horrible drought 
of the mid-1990s. 
It was so bad that 
newspapers were 
counting down the 
days until utilities 
in the region would 
run out of water.

Never again. 
We’ve planned, 

invested and 
developed a regional 
water system that is 
a model state-wide. 
We’ve interconnected. 
We’ve created a level 
of water security that 
few communities 
have. And, we’ve 
done it together.

That’s why DeSoto 
County is part of the 
authority. I suspect 
that my colleagues 
from Charlotte, 
Sarasota and Manatee 
would say the same.

Elton Langford is 
a DeSoto County 
commissioner and 
chairman of the 
four-county Peace 
River Manasota 
Regional Water 
Supply Authority. For 
more information, 
go to www.
regionalwater.org.

Why the water authority works

T he year 2019 will 
be remembered for 
a lot of things, but 

in foreign policy it may 
well be remembered as 
the year our luck ran out.

How so? The period 
after World War II was 
one of those incred-
ibly plastic moments 
in history, and we 
were incredibly lucky 
that a group of leaders 
appeared who under-
stood that this moment 
of Western and U.S. 
dominance would not 
necessarily last. It was 
vital, therefore, to lock 
in our democratic val-
ues and interests in a 
set of global institu-
tions and alliances that 
would perpetuate them.

They were leaders like 
George Marshall and 
Dean Acheson and Harry 
Truman in America, and 
Jean Monnet, a founding 
father of the European 
Union, and Konrad 
Adenaur, Germany’s 
first postwar chancel-
lor, across the Atlantic.

In 1989, we saw another 
plastic moment, with the 
fall of the Berlin Wall, and 
the collapse of the Soviet 
Empire. Again, we were 
lucky that a group of lead-
ers came together who 
peacefully managed the 
fall of communism, the 
reunification of Germany 
and the rise of a quasi-
capitalist China. They 
were Mikhail Gorbachev, 
Ronald Reagan, George 
Shultz, George H.W. Bush, 
Brent Scowcroft, Helmut 
Kohl, Margaret Thatcher, 
Francois Mitterrand 
and James Baker.

Now we are at another 
hugely plastic moment — a 
moment when the world is 
experiencing four climate 
changes at once: There’s 
a change in the climate of 
the climate — the hots are 
getting hotter, the wets 
wetter, the droughts drier, 
the forest fires fiercer. 
There’s been a change in 
the climate of globaliza-
tion — we are going from 
an interconnected world 
to an interdependent one. 
There’s been a change 
in the climate of work 
— machines can think, 
reason and manipulate 
as fast, and increasingly 
better, than humans.

And there’s been a 
change in the climate 
of communications. 
Smartphones connected 
to the cloud are superem-
powering good people to 
be reporters, photogra-
phers, filmmakers, inno-
vators and entrepreneurs 
— with a global reach 
— and they’re superem-
powering bad guys to be 
cybercriminals and break-
ers with a global reach.

These four climate 
changes are creating a 
whole new set of govern-
ing challenges. They are 
not the obvious chal-
lenges of communism 
and economic dislocation 

— as occurred after World 
War II — when building 
a NATO, a Marshall Plan 
and an EU were the obvi-
ous antidotes. And it is not 
the obvious challenge and 
opportunity of spread-
ing democracy and free 
markets into the vacuum 
created by the end of 
communism in 1989. It’s 
the less obvious challenge 
of stemming the erosion 
of the pillars of democ-
racy and order built in the 
previous two eras — but 
without a single big, obvi-
ous boogeyman or falling 
wall to galvanize us.

I’m talking about dis-
order that comes from 
nation-states fractur-
ing under the pressure of 
these climate changes and 
spilling out masses of ref-
ugees, triggering populist, 
nationalist backlashes all 
across the West. I’m talk-
ing about disorder spread 
by a Russia that wants to 
keep the West in turmoil.

The Russians are using 
a new kind of warfare that 
I call “Deep War.’’ Deep 
War uses cybertools to 
disrupt Western democ-
racies and elections to 
discredit them as an alter-
native to Vladimir Putin’s 
autocratic kleptocracy 
and to maintain Russia’s 
freedom to intervene 
around its borders. But it 
operates deep beneath the 
surface and is not easy to 
retaliate against or even 
identify, and it’s very 
low cost, high impact.

I’m talking about the 
disorder that will come 
from more and more 
extreme ideas spread by 
social networks. This 
poison helps fuel the kind 
of violence we’ve seen 
in Sri Lanka, San Diego 
and New Zealand, and it 
erodes the truth needed to 
govern. And I am talk-
ing about the crushing of 
freedom that autocrats 
can now do so much more 
efficiently with cyber-
tools, like facial recogni-
tion and big data, that 
favor centralized systems.

But this time it feels like 
our luck is running out.

The countries and 
leaders we counted 
upon in the past to build 
a global, systematic, 
strategic adaptation to 
these challenges — the 
United States of America 
and the United States of 
Europe, i.e., the European 
Union — are AWOL. And 
so is their secret sauce.

And what was that? It is 
beautifully described in a 
valuable new book, “The 
Back Channel: A Memoir 
of American Diplomacy 
and the Case for Its 
Renewal,’’ by William 
J. Burns, who retired 
from the U.S. Foreign 
Service in 2014, after a 
33-year diplomatic career 
that included serving as 
ambassador to Jordan 
and Russia and as deputy 
secretary of state. Jim 
Baker called Burns “one of 
the finest U.S. diplomats 
of the last half century.’’

Burns’ argument is that 
what made American (and 
EU) leadership effective 
in the first two plastic 
moments was a spirit 
of “enlightened self-
interest” — meaning that 

sometimes we assumed 
greater economic or lead-
ership burdens to build 
a coalition or buttress 
allies because in the long 
run, as the world’s big-
gest economy, we would 
benefit most from the 
stability and the com-
merce those would gener-
ate. It advanced both our 
values and our interests.

Trump has gotten rid of 
most of the “enlightened” 
part of “enlightened self-
interest” and focuses only 
on the “self-interest,” 
notes Burns. Trump’s 
approach, he adds, is 
more “transactional 
muscular unilateralism.” 
But its viability is yet to 
be proven anywhere.

And the EU is fractur-
ing — thanks to a new 
generation of leaders 
who are not building big 
systems but just play-
ing with them, like the 
Brits breaking the EU. A 
bunch of Conservative 
politician-clowns in the 
U.K. thought that they 
could push for exiting 
the European Union — 
without any prepara-
tion and by lying that 
it would be easy and 
profitable to do so.

But since “Brexit” won 
a slim majority, those 
who pushed this foolish-
ness — disconnecting 
in a connected world — 
have become paralyzed: 
They can’t go forward 
or backward, because 
economically they see 
they can’t really afford to 
leave the EU and politi-
cally they can’t afford to 
stay and expose all their 
dishonest promises.

Trump, too, plays 
with big systems. Trump 
almost broke Obamacare, 
without an alternative. 
He broke America out of 
the Paris climate treaty, 
without an alternative. He 
is breaking a set of arms 
control agreements with 
Russia, without an alter-
native. He has broken the 
Iran nuclear deal, with 
an untested alternative 
of broad oil sanctions, 
and implicitly push-
ing for regime change.

Trump lavished flat-
tery on North Korea’s 
Kim Jong Un, suspended 
large-scale military 
exercises and canceled 
tougher sanctions, 
believing all this would 
get Kim to surrender 
his nuclear weapons. 
It has not. Now what’s 
Trump’s alternative?

We have never had a 
greater need for the EU 
and the U.S. to be led 
by people motivated by 
enlightened self-interest, 
who appreciate that 
virtually every problem 
destabilizing the world 
in this plastic moment 
is global in nature and 
can be confronted only 
with a coalition that is 
global. But instead, we 
are saddled with leaders 
who are much more adept 
at breaking things than 
making things — at going 
for broke rather than 
making the best of the bad.

It just feels like our 
luck is running out.
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