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In February I took part in the 2013 
Policy Solutions Challenge USA, a compe-
tition that asked public policy students to 
tackle the issue of childhood obesity. Given 
how much America spends on healthcare, 
this is an important issue: childhood obe-
sity cost the nation $14.1 billion in 2009; 
obesity explains 27 percent of the rise of 
healthcare costs from 1987 to 2001; obe-
sity counted for 10 percent of all medical 
spending in 2008; and childhood obesity 
can lead to a greater risk of conditions like 
heart disease and diabetes, and contribute 
to a lower quality of life.

It was interesting to see the differences 
and similarities among the approaches of 
the various teams. One team of doctoral 
students took an evidence-based approach, 
focusing on interventions that have been 
proven in the scientific literature, such as 
breastfeeding and more sleep. But these 
measures are not only difficult to translate 
into policy, but also seem to fall short of a 
comprehensive solution to the problem of 
childhood obesity.

The unfortunate fact is that policy is of-
ten not backed by convincing scientific evi-
dence. Part of this stems from the difficulty 
of scientifically investigating policy prob-
lems that are extremely complex and affect 
a large and diverse population. In addition, 
scientific methods are either impractical or 
unethical. For example, it’s hard to justify 
giving a random sample of the population 
welfare benefits, while withholding benefits 
from others, to test the effect of those ben-
efits.

The Brown team made three policy 
recommendations for alleviating childhood 
obesity: reform the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance (SNAP) program, create mini-
mum national physical education standards 

and push states to track the weight status of 
students and report that status to parents.

By some estimates, $4 billion of SNAP 
funds—formerly known as food stamps—
are spent each year on soda. We proposed 
using incentives, such as subsidies and sur-
charges, to push SNAP participants to pur-
chase healthy food such as fruits and vege-
tables. Increasing how much kids exercise 
at an early age has the potential to improve 
physical and cognitive health and foster 
good habits at an early age. Reporting the 
weight status of students to their parents is 
probably the most controversial part of the 
proposal, but a recent study in The New En-
gland Journal of Medicine (Krista Casazza 
et al., “Myths, Presumptions, and Facts 
about Obesity,” Feb. 5, 2013) suggests that 
without involving parents, efforts to com-
bat childhood obesity aren’t as successful.

For those concerned about govern-
mental overreach and the intrusion of the 
“nanny state,” our policy proposals—along 
with most government efforts to improve 
public health—are bound to be troubling. 
Especially when it comes to an issue like 
obesity, it’s easy to make the argument that 
people should be responsible for their own 
choices. But what about children, an espe-
cially vulnerable population? Should we 
rely only on parents? Children spend much 
of their lives in school; what is our commu-
nal responsibility to promote health in this 
setting? Moving even a little beyond the 
language of personal responsibility raises 
many difficult questions.

While I have some sympathy for the 
purely libertarian argument that people 
should remain responsible for their own 
choices, I have less tolerance for the fiscal 
conservative who decries all government 
programs as too expensive. Using figures 
from the Harvard School of Public Health, 
obesity cost the government, through 
Medicare and Medicaid alone, around $75 
billion last year. It’s foolish to believe that 
public policy issues, such as obesity or in-
frastructure or poverty, don’t impose costs 
on society. Obesity is driving up your in-
surance premiums and costing taxpayers 
through increased Medicare and Medicaid 
expenses. Not every problem needs a public 
solution, but such solutions should be con-
sidered when it becomes clear that society 
is bearing much of the costs.

In a perfect world, all policy solutions 
would be scientifically proven and subject 
to strict cost-benefit analysis. This is not a 
perfect world, however, and policy is often 
made through trial and error. Scientific re-
search and cost-benefit analysis should still 
hold an important place in policymaking. 
But we have to accept that policymaking is 
an imperfect process, where political feasi-
bility often trumps ideal policy. I’m not sure 
that my team’s policy solutions are the best, 
or even that they would all work. But I’m 
excited that there are many people—pol-
iticians, policymakers, non-profits (and 
students)—working to help alleviate child-
hood obesity and the other problems facing 
this country. u
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It was a little over five years ago that 
Shinzo Abe, Japan’s ninetieth prime min-
ister, unceremoniously resigned his post 
amid government scandal. He had been at 
the helm of Japan’s government only a year, 
and at the time of his resignation his ap-
proval ratings were less than thirty percent. 
Now Mr. Abe, revived and newly elected 
in September, pledges to bring to Japanese 
economic and foreign policy the strength 
he believes is necessary. It is no secret that 
Abe is more nationalistic than his prede-
cessors, and in the parliamentary elections 
of last year he pledged a tough stance both 
on the ongoing dispute over the Senkaku 
Islands—the ownership of which has long 
been a source of tension between Japan and 

China—and a persistently deflated Japa-
nese economy. While the territorial dispute 
seems alternately to lumber and rage on, 
Abe’s actions in the economic realm have 
led many to fear his increasing control over 
a constitutionally separated Bank of Japan. 

To address Japanese monetary policy, 
Abe revealed in January what has since 
been dubbed “Abenomics,” a strategy char-
acterized by two-pronged controls enacted 
by the Bank of Japan. The central bank has 
set a targeted inflation rate of 2 percent and 
committed to “open-ended purchases,” a 
practice similar to the quantitative easing 
now common in U.S. Federal Reserve pol-

icy. Starting in January 2014, the Bank of 
Japan began buying back 13 trillion yen 
($145 billion) per month in government 
bonds for an indefinite period of time. Of 
course, it is easy to discern differences be-
tween U.S. and Japanese policy. When the 
Federal Reserve first set out on their quan-
titative easing process, they proceeded to 
buy billions of dollars worth of toxic assets. 
Japan, on the other hand, is only buying its 
own bonds. The similarity that remains, 
however, is a prodigious expansion of the 
monetary base in both cases.

Since December 3, the yen has fallen 
approximately 12 percent against the dol-
lar. In January, it hit a two-and-a-half year 
low, and such depreciation of the yen—no 
doubt tied to Abe and the Bank of Japan’s 
new proposed policies—has led many to 
talk of “currency wars,” or a surge of com-
petitive devaluations enacted by central 
banks aimed at achieving low exchange 
rates and export-driven growth. “There are 
multiple ways to improve competitiveness, 
other than to use currencies as a tool,” said  
Christine Lagarde, managing director of 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
at a January press conference in Washing-
ton. Her statement echoed accusations by 
Russian and German finance ministers that 
Japan is pursuing a “beggar-thy-neighbor” 
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and void for a while now, but surely hu-
manitarian aid is still a possibility, for the 
good of both the Syrian refugees and their 
Lebanese hosts. If even Israel is more able 
and willing to provide healthcare for Syrian 
refugees than Lebanon (as its recently es-
tablished border hospital evidences), then 
surely other states can step in and help the 
Syrians and the Lebanese before this mu-
tually destructive relationship reaches a 
breaking point. Britain seems to be heading 
in the right direction; during a visit to Leb-
anon in February, British Foreign Secretary 
William Hague not only pledged millions 
of dollars to assist various Lebanese civil 
society groups in their aid efforts, but also 
emphasized “setting out an enhanced offer 
of support for Lebanon’s stability.” 

Ultimately, the plight of these refugees 
cannot be treated as an isolated humani-
tarian crisis. As horrific as the conditions 
faced by Syrians are, they remain inextri-
cably connected to socioeconomic issues 
in neighboring states. If they are not ad-
dressed on a comprehensive scale, massive 
socioeconomic changes may be in store 
for countries like Lebanon. And if there’s 
anything the Lebanese can tell you, it’s that 
the situation, as complicated and tense as it 
looks now, can always get worse. u 

policy—one that brings down other econ-
omies in order to grow—by devaluing its 
currency at the expense of other nations’ 
economies.

Whether Japan is initiating a collective 
competitive devaluation or not, their new 
economic policies are undeniably clear in 
their effect: devaluing the yen. Japan has 
long been the most developed of the East 
Asian countries and grew to become so un-
der the constant and careful gaze of their 
great trading partner across the Pacific. Sur-
rounded by the increasing power of emerg-
ing markets, it is fitting that now more than 
ever Japan seems to echo the U.S. with a 
monetary policy designed to stave off what 
is perhaps an inevitable decline. Yet such a 
policy may further a descent into economic 
torpor, not stop it. Either a central bank 
does not ease enough and the economy 
sinks further into decline, as seen in Japan 
at the outset of the 2000s, or a central bank 
inescapably overshoots the mark and—per-
haps trying to compensate for a failure the 
first time around—ends up with higher 
levels of inflation than ever intended. As 
2013 opens, Japan seems to be dangerously 
dancing somewhere in the latter of these 
two stages. Both investor Jimmy Rogers 
and journalist Matt Taibi, among others, 
have spoken of such a danger, particularly 
when it comes to an exit of the easing pro-
cess. Their arguments concern U.S. Federal 
Reserve practices, but could easily apply to 
those of the Bank of Japan.

As noted, this is not the first time Ja-
pan has enacted easing policies designed to 
combat deflation; the Bank of Japan was the 
pioneer of the process. From 2001 to 2006, 
the central bank increased their monetary 
base by nearly 50 trillion yen. Now, seven 
years on and still trying to fight their way 
out of what they call Ushinawareta Nijūnen, 
or  “A Lost Twenty Years,” the Japanese are 
turning to the same tactic that many ac-
knowledge to have been a failure. Is there 
any reason to think it would work this time 
around? At worst, we will find either a yen 
inflated beyond any desirable level, or an 
impatient group of Japanese bureaucrats 
calling for more and more central bank 
purchases, resulting in an even deeper trip 
down the rabbit hole, something the United 
States knows all too well. 

Now more than ever, Japan stands in 
stark contrast to the developing nations of 
Asia. China, for example, welcomes Xi Jin-
ping and the chance to put a new face at the 
head of the world’s second largest economy. 
Though we do not know whether the suc-

cession of Xi Jinping represents change, we 
do know that there is possibility for it. In Ja-
pan, however, the central bank’s aggressive 
monetary policies likely represent more of 
the same. Let’s hope that this time, the con-
sequences fall short of disastrous. u
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