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OPINION
Editor ¾ david C. olson ¾ 978-338-2531 ¾ dolson@gloucestertimes.com

Letters to the editor

Chalk it up to the slow creep of change: A news item 
from Alaska last week reported the demise of two of 
the last three Blockbuster video stories in existence.

It’s a wonder that the familiar blue-and-yellow 
movie ticket, as ubiquitous as the logo of any other 
chain operating in 1980s and ’90s America, was still 
lighting the night sky anywhere. After all, it’s been 
seven years since Dish Network bought the company 
at bankruptcy auction and five years since Blockbuster 
closed its remaining corporate-owned stores.

What kept the rare Blockbuster franchise open in 
Fairbanks and Anchorage — the last of the species 
still clings to life in Bend, Oregon — has been lack of 
reliable internet. The speedy service available from 
multiple providers that we take for granted in eastern 
Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire is still 
not a reality in many parts of the country, mainly rural 
ones. It’s an infrastructure crisis that warrants far 
more attention than it gets.

Technology and competition crowded the local video 
rental place — especially when cable and satellite sub-
scribers could dial up recent features on demand. But 
movie-streaming from the likes of Netflix, Amazon 
and Hulu were the real disruptors. It makes sense that 
the last vestiges of these stores — where you can’t 
always watch the movie you want because you’re at 
the mercy of local inventory — faded with improved 
internet infrastructure.

Which would be a great thing if it were truly the 
silver lining to the demise of Blockbuster. Unfortu-
nately it really isn’t. The digital divide is still quite 
real. Writing earlier this year for the current affairs 
website The Conversation, Sharon Strover, a commu-
nications professor at the University of Texas, noted 
2 in 5 Americans still live in places that lack federal 
standards for basic internet access.

“Since the dawn of the internet, rural areas of the U.S. 
have had less internet access than urban areas,” wrote 
Strover. “High-speed wired connections are less com-
mon, and wireless phone service and signals are weaker 
than in cities — or absent altogether.” And as urban 
networks grow and improve, she adds, the contrast with 
rural infrastructure becomes that much starker.

This may not seem such a big deal in cities and sub-
urbs where public WiFi at streaming speed is just as 
expected as air conditioning and exit signs.

Except that building out internet infrastructure has 
huge consequences not only for entertainment and 
education, but for economic development and health 
care. Imagine a world where rural patients can connect 
quickly and interact with doctors thousands of miles 
away. Not only is telemedicine a fast-growing industry, 
it has the potential to improve health outcomes and 
reduce costs dramatically. That’s a positive develop-
ment for everyone, regardless of where one lives.

The good news from an infrastructure standpoint 
is that the federal government is poised to spend a 
bunch of money to help upgrade this essential service 
— more than $4.5 billion funneled through the Federal 
Communications Commission in the second phase of 
its Mobility Fund.

What’s troubling is that the FCC’s map to form opin-
ions about where money is needed is flawed, according to 
experts and people with firsthand knowledge. This spring 
a group of 30 Republicans and Democrats in the U.S. Sen-
ate — including New Hampshire’s Maggie Hassan and 
Jeanne Shaheen, and Ed Markey from Massachusetts — 
successfully lobbied the FCC to take more time seeking 
input for how to improve its internet access map.

As the government finalizes its map and starts to 
make decisions about where to spend that money, one 
hopes it proceeds not only with the best information 
available but with real strategies to spend taxpayers’ 
limited resources as effectively as possible. For many 
communities, the results will be essential for far more 
reasons than the ability to find a movie to watch on 
Friday night.

In Blockbuster’s 
swan song, a sad 
note about access
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Enrico Fermi was an 
Italian-American physicist 
who was a pioneer in nuclear 
physics. He headed the team 
that designed and built the 
first power-producing nuclear 
reactor in 1942. He was also a 
key member of the Manhat-
tan Project that created the 
atomic bomb.

After the war, Fermi con-
tinued to work at Los Alamos 
National Laboratory in New 
Mexico. In 1950, he was 
having lunch with some col-
leagues, including Edward 
Teller, the father of the hydro-
gen bomb. The group was 
discussing a New Yorker car-
toon showing aliens emerging 
from a spaceship. Fermi had 
done some rough calculations 
on the probability of intel-
ligent life in the universe. He 
concluded that intelligent 
beings were indeed prob-
able and should have spread 
throughout the universe 
by this time. But “Where is 
everybody?” he exclaimed to 
his friends.

What Fermi was saying is 
that, aliens, if they existed, 
have had billions of years to 
colonize the universe and 
should have left visible signs 
of their presence everywhere. 
But all observations of the 
cosmos indicate a “dead” 
universe. This has come to be 
known as the Fermi Paradox 
and has been a key point of 
discussion in astrobiology 
ever since.

Now, 68 years after Fermi 
made his statement, we 
have learned a great deal 
more about the possibilities. 
Thanks to our observations 
from space-based instru-
ments, like NASA’s Kepler 
spacecraft, we know with 
more certainty that, in our 
Milky Way galaxy alone, 
there are estimated to 
be more than 100 billion plan-
ets. Many of which would be 
like Earth.

According to some analy-
ses of the possibilities, using 
something called the Drake 
Equation, millions of these 
planets should have also pro-
duced intelligent life. Many of 
these civilizations would have 
been formed millions, or even 
billions, of years before us. It 
is easy to imagine that these 
beings would have created the 

means to travel to other stars. 
After all, it only took us 66 
years to go from the Wright 
brothers at Kittyhawk to Neil 
Armstrong stepping on the 
moon. Imagine how much 
space travel will improve over 
the next million years, a cos-
mologically short time!

If we look back at human 
history, expansion and colo-
nization is a prime directive 
for our species. It is highly 
probable that if an advanced 
civilization like ours devel-
oped light-speed, space 
travel capability, their civili-
zation would have exploded 
into the galaxy.

Yet, again, there is no sign 
of them.

Over the years, many sci-
entists have proposed expla-
nations for Fermi’s Paradox. 
Professor John Ball of the 
Harvard-Smithsonian Center 
for Astrophysics suggested a 
possible answer in 1973. The 
aliens are out there, he said, 
and they know about us, and 
other civilizations like us. But, 
they have chosen to keep us 
in a type of preserve and let 
us mature and evolve natu-
rally. They will watch until 
they think we are ready to 
join the extraterrestrial com-
munity. And then they will 
make contact with us.

Another scientist with an 
explanation for the Fermi 
Paradox was Carl Sagan. In 
1985, he commented on the 
lack of results from the proj-
ects engaged in the Search for 
Extraterrestrial Intelligence 
(SETI). Since 1961, the date 
of the first SETI experiment, 
most of these projects have 
been using radio telescopes 
to try to detect signals from 
an alien civilization. And they 
have yet to hear the first whis-
per. Sagan said that we may 
not be listening for the aliens 

in the way they are broad-
casting. Their technologies 
are so advanced, that their 
communication systems are 
unknown to us.

One of the key academic 
centers for considering the 
answer to the Fermi Paradox 
is the Future of Humanity 
Institute at Oxford Univer-
sity in England. Professor 
Robin Hansen, a member of 
the Institute, proposed the 
“Great Filter” theory in 1998 
to explain the lack of evi-
dence for alien civilizations. 
Many other scientists have 
picked up on his ideas and 
expanded them.

Essentially, Hansen said 
that there are several steps 
of development that aliens 
on another planet must go 
through to reach the point 
where their civilization could 
colonize the universe. At any 
one of these steps there could 
be a Great Filter that stopped 
thousands of possible civiliza-
tions in our galaxy. So, they 
never were able to colonize 
the stars and that is why we 
don’t see evidence of them.

The big question: Is that 
Great Filter behind us here on 
Earth or ahead of us? If it is 
behind us, that is good news. 
Earth has won the lottery. 
Everything necessary for 
intelligent life to develop and 
evolve came into place, even 
though all the probabilities 
were against it. Now, we will 
be the first to develop inter-
stellar space travel and, over 
the next billion years, spread 
throughout the cosmos.

On the other hand, if the 
Great Filter is ahead of us, 
then there were probably 
thousands or even millions of 
civilizations before us, all of 
which hit the Great Filter and 
were destroyed before they 
could reach other stars.

How will we know which 
alternative is correct? If the 
planned NASA mission to 
Mars in the 2030s finds noth-
ing, then the question is still 
unanswered. If, on the other 
hand, the mission discovers 
the remnants of an ancient 
civilization, that would be bad 
news indeed. It would confirm 
that the Great Filter is ahead 
of us, and as Robin Hansen 
says, “We’re next!”

Beside Fermi, other scien-
tists have tried to develop a 
quantitative estimate of the 
number of intelligent civiliza-
tions in the universe. The 
most famous is astronomer 
Frank Drake. In 1961, he 
developed an equation with 
seven variables. The variables 
include the rate at which new 
stars form, the fraction of 
stars with planets, the num-
ber of planets per star where 
conditions are suitable for life, 
the fraction of planets where 
life actually emerges, etc. 
When estimates for each of 
the seven variables were put 
into the equation, the result 
was that the galaxy should be 
teeming with life.

Recently, however, Anders 
Sandberg, a colleague of 
Robin Hansen at Oxford’s 
Future of Humanity Institute, 
took another look at Drake’s 
equation and updated it with 
more recent knowledge of 
biology, chemistry and cos-
mology. Because there is still 
considerable uncertainty with 
the estimates, they used a 
range of values for each vari-
able. Their calculations had 
a surprising conclusion. The 
chance that humanity is alone 
in the Milky Way galaxy has 
a median probability of about 
77 percent. In other words, 
there is a very good chance 
that E.T. doesn’t even exist.

So, they say, we shouldn’t 
be surprised that we don’t see 
evidence of aliens. And, there-
fore, there is no paradox. We 
are just the lucky ones.

But, most scientists agree, 
including Anders Sandberg 
himself, we still don’t have 
enough information to make 
a strong conclusion. There is 
at least a 23 percent chance 
that E.T. is out there. So, the 
SETI scientists and the astro-
biologists should continue 
their work.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
resident of Annisquam and 
has degrees in physics.

The Fermi paradox: ‘Where is everybody?’
Anthony J. Marolda

To the editor:
Taylor Armerding’s July 

5 column is spot on — in a 
democracy, we should be 
able to accept opposing views 
without disparaging voices 
from the other side. What 
Armerding misses, however, 
is that the Trump adminis-
tration, so heavy with its lies 
and fake news, invites these 
reactions from the left. And 
the silence from Republican 
voices just amplifies that 
opposition. I have come to 
the reluctant conclusion 
that, because of that silence 
and the lack of courage from 
both Democratic and Repub-
lican leaders that it evokes, it 
is time for the five living for-
mer presidents of the United 
States to write a letter to the 
current occupant of 16 Penn-
sylvania Ave. in Washington, 
D.C., that would read some-
thing like this:

To: President Donald Trump
From: The five living for-

mer U.S. presidents:
As former presidents of the 

United States, we the under-
signed have so far observed 
the protocol that has existed 
since the early days of our 
republic, to allow our succes-
sors the right to govern this 

great country as their vision 
suggests and their politics 
allow.

But in the face of the deaf-
ening silence from the lead-
ers of both your own and 
your opposition party ... and 
their refusal to speak out 
against the endless barrage 
of lies that you spew out, lies 
that have been your strat-
egy during your business 
career and were the anchor 
of your political start (i.e. the 
“birther issue”), we can no 
longer remain silent.

Yes, there have been some 
good moments, such as your 
recent meeting with Kim 
Jong Un, and if this leads 
to success in terms of peace 
between the two Koreas and 
their nuclear disarmament, 
we will applaud you. We also 
support your upcoming meet-
ing with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and agree 
with you that a hard look at 
NATO is needed ... and that 
a new military organization 
in Europe that would include 
Russia, after all partly a 
European country, may be 
a better deal than a NATO 
whose consistent expansion 
toward Russia’s western 
border has always been a 

threat to their people who 
have experienced invasions 
by the Mongols, the Swedes, 
Napoleon and Hitler.

It is our country’s exit from 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership, 
the Paris climate accords, the 
Iranian nuclear deal, the UN 
Human Rights Council ... the 
totally unwanted and unneeded 
tariffs ... the insults you so 
randomly throw at leaders of 
our allied nations (Trudeau, 
Macron, Abe, Merkel, just to 
name a few), without thinking 
about the consequences to fol-
low .. that are the cause for the 
rest of the world to look at the 
United States as a declining 
nation and for us to send you 
this letter.

And then there are your 
violent anti-immigration pol-
icies such as the travel ban 
against Muslim countries and 
your “zero-tolerance-policy,” 
of tearing children from their 
parents’ hands as they try to 
escape the dangers they face 
to their very lives in countries 
like Guatemala, El Salvador, 
Mexico ... your unwillingness 
to provide protection for the 
Dreamers, which you could 
do with a stroke of your pen 
since the Congress seems 
unwilling and unable to do 

so, which destroy our Ameri-
can welcoming reputation, 
symbolized by the Statue of 
Liberty’s outstretched arms, 
that this country has always 
enjoyed ... and that cause us 
to write this letter.

For now we must and do 
accept the fact that you were 
elected president of the United 
States. And if that election 
was indeed flawed, or worse, 
influenced by forces external 
to our country, that will one 
day become public knowledge 
and we will act accordingly.

All five of us, while in 
office, sought to unify our 
country and all five of us 
sought to leave a positive leg-
acy for our administrations.

We believe that you are 
seeking that as well, but must 
observe that, for now, your 
current actions will not assure 
you of reaching that goal.

President Jimmy Carter
President George H.W. Bush
President Bill Clinton
President George W. Bush
President Barack H. Obama
That is the letter I would 

draft for our five living for-
mer U.S. presidents ... if I had 
the opportunity to do so.

WARREN SALINGER
Rockport

Letter to a president

Photograph by John Sarkissian, CSIRO Parkes Observatory
The Parkes radio telescope near Alectown, Australia. 
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