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OPINION
Letters to the Editor
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The Alameda Sun is independently owned and operated. The newspaper is supported by its 
advertisers and subscribers. The Sun focuses on just the news that affects the residents of the 
city of Alameda, from the West End to the East End, from Bay Farm to Alameda Point.

Our Letters Policy
Opinions in Letters to the 
Editor are the express views 
of the writers and do not 
necessarily reflect the opin-
ions of the Alameda Sun, its 
advertisers or staff.
Letters to the Editor are wel-
come from the community. 
Letters must include a name 
and phone number for veri-
fication purposes. Unsigned 
letters will not be printed.
Letters are subject to edit-
ing for length, clarification 
and legal considerations. 
Please try to limit letters 
to 250 words.
Mail your letters to Editor, 
Alameda Sun, 3215 J 
Encinal Ave., Alameda, CA 
94501, or e-mail them to 
editor@alamedasun.com.
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SUN STAFF

Bill Weinreb
The other day I was in a choco-

late shop in Petaluma. It was a few 
days before Christmas, the place 
was crowded with customers, but 
then again there were two people 
behind the counter. The service 
personnel were a young woman 
and an older man, possibly the 
manager. 

I’m clean cut and respectably 
dressed, the kind of customer most 
merchants would want in their 
store. The counter girl was engaged 
so I got the older man. He was busy, 
but not that busy. He’d just finished 
serving a previous customer and I 
was next.

The man was putting some can-
dies in one of the trays. He knew I 
was there, but didn’t look up at me.

“Yeah.” That was my service 
greeting.

I was annoyed, a little put off. I 
said “Yeah” back in the same tone 
and waited. Only then did he look 
up, make eye contact and give me 
the service that I as a customer 
fully deserved. Needless to say 
the denigrating experience ruined 
the taste of his chocolates and it’s 
doubtful if I’ll ever return.

Within a week a similar thing 
happened to me in Alameda. I’d 
walked into an antique shop with 
my teenaged daughter. It was a 

large three-story emporium and 
except for two employees near 
the front door, the place was vir-
tually empty. I wanted to inquire 
about an item I’d seen on the cellar 
level. The cashier, again an older 
man, was sitting behind the coun-
ter reading some kind of a tablet. I 
stood there a few seconds while he 
made it clear that his personal busi-
ness came first.

“Yeah.” He didn’t look up.
I just stood there, this time 

genuinely annoyed. Finally the man 
deigned to acknowledge me and 
asked me what I wanted. 

I told him there was something 
in the cellar that I was interested in. 
No price tag was visible. 

“Do you know the number of 
the display case?” he asked flatly. I 
told him I didn’t. He made it clear 
that he didn’t appreciate having to 
abandon his post to accompany us 
downstairs to see what we wanted.

In the cellar I pointed out the 
item, an old wooden toy train. He 
unlocked the display case took it 
out and handed it to me. It was un-
tagged. “How much do you want for 
it?” I asked him.

“It’s $45.” That was way too 
much for a battered up antique in 
this condition.

I shook my head. “No, that’s too 
high.”

“Make me an offer then.”
I told him $20. He countered 

with $25. I said $20 was as high as 
I would go. He put the item back, 
I thanked him and left the store.  
Later in a nearby ice cream shop 
I discussed the incident with my 
daughter.

“That guy was just a terrible 
salesman,” I said. “He was peeved 
at being interrupted by a customer 
who might have brought in income 
that he probably — from the look 
of the place — desperately needed. 
I was clearly a serious shopper who 
had come in with his daughter, 
maybe intending to buy her some-
thing. Instead of being welcoming, 
he insulted me in front of my kid. 
Then he demanded of me informa-
tion about his own display system 
that I had no obligation to recall 
or even notice, as if that was my 
responsibility. After making it clear 
that I was inconveniencing him, he 
then tried to bargain with me.”

“Would you have bought that 
thing for $25?” my daughter asked 
“Well, I thought it was worth $20, 
but had I been favorably disposed 
toward the guy, I might have giv-
en him his price — I mean it was 
just $5 more; but after his kind of 
treatment, there was no way. He 
literally killed the sale with his  
arrogance.”

Caring for Customers Key
It was just $5 
more; but after 
his kind of treat-
ment, there was 
no way. He liter-
ally killed the 
sale with his 
arrogance.

Poor customer service turns shoppers away for good Commentary

Jeffrey R. Smith 
If we dismantle the American 

Dream, what will be the soporific 
replacement?

Before homilies, aphorisms and 
admonitions that smacked of the 
protest work ethic were exposed as 
impolitic, elitist and culturally im-
perialist; some teachers hung nag-
ging posters which read, “The trou-
ble with opportunity is that it often 
comes disguised as hard work.”

While some, often disadvan-
taged immigrant families, still be-
lieve in the American Dream and 
travel 6,000 miles or north of the 
border for the privilege of pursu-
ing it, many carping American-born 
citizens have written it off as the 
opiate of the disenfranchised.

Bhashkar Mazumder’s recently 
published study “Upward Intergen-
erational Economic Mobility in the 
United States” trots out evidence 
that many Americans have either 
lost faith in opportunity, the Ameri-
can Dream or the efficacy of hard 
work, which is inexorably the pre-
cursor of economic mobility.

Mazumder is not an evil math 
teacher out to saddle innocent stu-
dents under the age of 40 with a 
sense of personal responsibility. He 
is a Chicago economist and a mem-
ber of the bipartisan advisory board 
for Pew’s Economic Mobility Project.

He suggests that the present 
offers “a unique opportunity to 
refocus attention and debate on 
the question of economic mobility 
and the American Dream” and to 
“provoke a more rigorous discus-
sion about the role and strength 
of economic mobility in American 
society;” he wants “to ensure that 
the American Dream is kept alive 
for generations that follow.”

Mazumder says economic in-
equality can only be viewed as 
tolerable if there is considerable 

opportunity for children from dis-
advantaged backgrounds to move 
beyond their parents’ place in the 
income distribution.

The contrapositive is: “If consid-
erable opportunity does not exist, 
then economic inequality cannot 
be viewed as tolerable.” It follows 
then that we would be justified fir-
ing up the political and legislative 
machinery to remedy the situation 
via redistribution.

Moreover, the non-existence of 
opportunity is license to vilify the 
rich, criminalize profits, excoriate 
the wealthy, socialize housing, imple-
ment disproportionate populist lev-
ies on the affluent, tax both wealth 
and income, and to vote in Robin 
Hood feather-bedding governments 
like those described in cheap Ayn 
Rand novels and Tea Party screed.

Assuming irreconcilable in-
equalities, we as a nation could 
justifiably explore methods of clos-
ing the “economic inequality” gap 
like extortion, expropriation and 
nationalization, while abandon-
ing more labor-intensive coercive 
strategies, i.e. work.

Contrary to popular mythos, 
Mazumder’s study showed that “the 
vast majority of individuals, 71 per-
cent, whose parents were in the bot-
tom half of the income distribution 
actually improved their rankings 
relative to their parents.” Further-
more, 38 percent of individuals who 
started in the bottom half of the in-
come distribution moved to the top 
half of the distribution as adults.

Of those who started at the very 
bottom, an astonishing “7 percent 
actually reached the top income 
quintile as adults;” this is the in-
convenient Horatio Alger “rags to 
riches” scenario.

Mazumder’s report pointed out 
“striking differences” between pop-
ular myth and data-driven reality 
“given the notable increases in eco-
nomic inequality in recent decades.”

He suggests a “critical area for 
research in intergenerational eco-
nomic mobility involves under-
standing the variety of mechanisms 
by which parents transmit income 
inequality to their offspring.”

Transmit inequality? Astound-
ing but possibly true!

This is where we bring out the 
superannuated math teacher — a 
math teacher who lived his first 
six years in a house without indoor 
plumbing, TV or an operable refrig-
erator yet miraculously made it to 
that coveted empyreal quintile — 
anecdotal evidence I agree.

Can we even trust a math teach-
er? Let’s scout other sources first.

The Wall Street Journal recently 
reported that “half of the recruit-
ers from large U.S. companies sur-
veyed couldn’t find enough job 
candidates with four-year STEM 
degrees” and this led to “more re-
cruitment of foreigners.” (STEM is 
the acronym for Science, Technol-
ogy, Engineering and Math.)

A November issue of US News 
reported that “future jobs lie in the 
fields of math and science; making 
it all the more urgent for younger 
generations to embrace these sub-
jects … because of a lack of quali-
fied workers, 2.5 million STEM jobs 
aren’t being filled.”

A bright future awaits, yet STEM 
jobs are mottled with unfilled va-
cancies; it demonstrates, in part, 
how parents might be transmitting 
income inequality to their offspring.

Next week we’ll have look at just 
how STEM relates to the American 
Dream. 

Jeffrey R. Smith teaches math at 
Encinal High School.

Now I don’t expect to be 
treated like a prince when I en-
ter a shop, but I do expect to 
be accorded a certain degree of 
respect. 

And painting with a broad 
brush, I feel that respect is an 
attitude sadly lacking among 
many of our local merchants, 
for it’s been my experience 
that such treatment is not in-
frequent. In Greece when you 
approach a shop the owner 
stands outside the door with a 
smile saying, “Yes, please?” 

At Walgreen’s customers are 
referred to as “guests,” but the 
personnel of certain small busi-
nesses around here are some-
times less than hospitable. A 
number of these places aren’t 
doing too well, and needless to 
say arrogance is a quality their 
owners can ill afford.

Part of this I suppose is a 
manifestation of the general 
erosion of manners that we’re 
all experiencing, exacerbated 
by the electronic devices we’re 
addicted to. People jabbering 
into cell phones in lines, irritat-
ing those around them, or tex-
ting during an unrelated con-
versation — that sort of thing. 

Handheld computers can be 
mesmerizing, and it may be dif-
ficult for cashiers to pull them-
selves out of the cyber-world 
to attend to something as mun-
dane as a real person standing 
before them. 

Perhaps I’m naive to think 
that in this day and age I’m en-
titled to any kind of basic cour-
tesy from local merchants just 
because I happen to wander 
into their stores. Perhaps these 
merchants are.

Bill Weinreb is a retired  
Alameda teacher. He has lived in 
the Island City since 1980. 

Keeping the ‘American Dream’ Alive
Tongue in Cheek

Something missing in 
developer’s plan
Editor:

In the recent Alameda Sun 
story on replacing the Harbor 
Bay Club with a hotel, (“Devel-
oper Wants Hotel at Club Site,” 
Dec. 19), the schematic drawing 
does not indicate any service ac-
cess for trucks, etc. However, the 
only available route for service 
access is directly along the south 
property line, only feet from resi-
dences that had been marketed 
earlier by the same group as 
luxury homes. Their second-floor 
bedrooms of course overlook the 
proposed hotel property. 

The Alameda Municipal Code 
defines maximum allowed levels 
for A-weighted noise (i.e. actual 
noise levels from which the bass, 
or “rumble,” component has been 
deleted) which are then time-av-
eraged over 30 minutes, replacing 
peak noise levels by a fictitious 
“equivalent noise level.” 

These values are routinely ac-
cepted in environmental impact 
reports but may well be unre-
alistic for truck access to hotel 
service facilities. Consequently, 
particular attention should be 
paid to the municipal code cat-
egory of Prohibited Acts, section 
4.10.5, b7: Loading and Unloading 
regarding “… noise disturbance 
across a residential real property 
line.”

The above should be evalu-
ated in addition to the obvious 
concerns for adding traffic that 
is confined to a single residence-
lined street and that is also the 
only access to an elementary 
school.  How this situation can be 
considered as acceptable urban 
planning almost a century after 
Lewis Mumford is a mystery.

— Red Wetherill

Help community sail 
program grow
Editor:

This year I helped Alameda 
Community Sailing (ACS) launch 
an ambitious program “to pro-
vide opportunities to participate 
in sailing and other environmen-
tally friendly activities on San 
Francisco Bay through access 
and education.”

Moreover, ACS wanted to 
make this program available to 
people of all income levels and 
set up a scholarship. More than 
40 percent of ACS students were 
introduced to sailing through 
these scholarships.

In 2014 we hope to double the 
number of people served by this 
program, and expand from a strict-
ly youth-based (ages 7 through 
13) program to include teens and 
adults.

To do that we need to raise 
more money for scholarships and 
are reaching out to the community 
to help us realize this goal. If each 
person reading this letter would 
contribute just $25, we could pro-
vide scholarships to many more 
people who lack the resources to 
participate in this great sport. 

Read further at the ACS website 
www.sailalameda.org, and help us 
reach our goal of bringing more 
people to the healthy, safe and fun 
sport of sailing in 2014. 

Happy New Year!
— Doug Perry

Open letter from AEF
Editor:

The holidays will be a little 
brighter for some 500 school-
children thanks to Jamestown 
Properties and South Shore Center’s 
generous donation of Little Ice Rink 
tickets to children in need. We at 
the Alameda Education Foundation 
(AEF) were happy to be able to aid 
South Shore in distributing these 
tickets at our schools and local 
non-profits so that they could give 
this gift to children in time for the 
winter break.

In fact, generosity is the theme 
for this time of year and we wish to 
thank everyone for their generous 
support of AEF. Because of you, 
we have already donated $58,000 
to classroom teachers through our 
Adopt-A-Classroom program, com-
pleted a season of volleyball in 
our Middle School Sports (MSS) 
program and provided dozens of 
scholarships for our sports and 
after-school enrichment programs. 

The winter MSS basketball sea-
son has begun and we are already 

Correction
On page 5 of the Alameda 

Sun edition of Dec. 26 a story 
and photo appeared of the 
Alameda Islanders Under-12 
girl’s soccer team that won 
the 2013 NorCal state champi-
onship Saturday, Dec. 21.

In the list of players on the 
team, goalie Kaelyn Adams’ 
name was omitted. Adams 
is one of 16 players on the  
Islanders.

planning our spring track and field 
program. 

This winter we will sponsor a 
new enrichment program — sopho-
more counseling — that will enable 
10th graders and their parents to 
meet one-on-one with high school 
counselors to make sure they 
are on track for graduation and 
beyond.

These are just a few of the foun-
dation’s programs that are sup-
porting the academic, athletic, cre-
ative and social growth of public 
school students across Alameda. 
They are all made possible with the 
support of community members 
like you.

— Bill Sonneman, President
Alameda Education 

Foundation


