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Current Events with Frank Damon
Doelger Senior Center has been fortunate to have Frank Damon leading both our Current Events and
History discussion groups for the last 6 years. During this time of physical distancing due to the COVID-19
pandemic, Frank is sharing his current events discussion topics online. Starting on Monday, January 4,
2021 at 1:30 pm Frank will offer Current Events discussion groups each Monday on ZOOM.

Daly City Active Adult/Senior Services invites you to a scheduled Zoom meeting.
Topic: Current Events with Frank Damon
Time: 1:30 pm – 2:30 pm every Monday
Join Zoom meeting with following link:
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87222786510?pwd=d0VucFhGYzhMMXVhSUNJTmdFWDNwdz09
Meeting ID: 872 2278 6510
Passcode: 724368
Frank received his BA degree from the University of San Francisco with a dual major in Political Science
and American History. He also earned his MA in Political Science and teaching credentials at USF. Over the
course of his career, Frank taught in the San Mateo Union High School District and at Marin Catholic High
School, Terra Nova High School, Golden Gate University, College of San Mateo, Skyline College and
Canada College.
If you are interested in joining Current Events with Frank Damon, please go to
www.dalycityseniors.org/current-events or contact Frank directly at frankdamon@my.smccd.edu..

Man in the News
He is a former U.S. senator, presidential candidate, and secretary of state. He is now the
first person to ever serve as the U.S. special presidential envoy for climate.
After graduating from Yale in 1962, he served in the Vietnam War, where he was
wounded and won medals for his bravery. When he returned to the U.S., he became an anti-war
activist before entering politics in Massachusetts.
From 1985 to 2013, he represented Massachusetts in the U.S. Senate. In 2004, he was the
Democratic presidential candidate, but lost the election to George W. Bush. he served as Barack
Obama’s secretary of state from 2013 to 2017.
Two weeks ago, he traveled to Shanghai, China. There, he met with the Chinese special
envoy for climate. They both pledged that their countries, which are the two largest carbon
emitters on Earth, would work together to, quote, “tackle the climate crisis…with the urgency
that it demands.”

(John Kerry.)

New jobs plan focuses on crumbling U.S. infrastructure
Last month, President Biden introduced a new economic measure called the American
Jobs Plan. This $2 trillion package aims for two goals at once: creating millions of new jobs
across the U.S., and shoring up the country’s crumbling infrastructure. Infrastructure is all the
physical and organizational structures that are needed for society to function. The American Jobs
Plan proposes many solutions for the country’s infrastructure problems. For one thing, it would
put people to work modernizing about 20,000 miles of U.S. highways. Do you think this is a
necessary effort?
The nation’s railways, airports, and other transportation systems would also be targeted in
this effort, as would 10,000 structurally deficient bridges. The map here shows the states with the
highest percentage of bridges that need repair. In Rhode Island, the smallest state in the U.S.,
22.3 percent of the state’s bridges are deficient — the highest percentage in the country.
The American Jobs Plan would also create jobs for people to upgrade the nation’s
electrical grid, especially the parts that are controlled by computers. Why is this such a high
priority? (People have speculated that terrorists could hack into these computer systems and
disrupt electrical systems all over the U.S.) The plan would also seek equity by providing clean
water and internet service to all Americans.

While many of the previously mentioned changes would easily fall under the traditional
definition of “infrastructure,” it also includes aspects that would expand that idea. From Sen.
Bernie Sanders’ quote here, what kinds of systems are contained in the concept of “human
infrastructure”? (Education, childcare, health care, higher wages, lower drug costs, and so on.)
Do you think this stretches the concept too far? Or is it a way to make our lives better and more
efficient?
For example, the American Jobs Plan includes increased access to childcare, making it
easier and more affordable so that people have more incentives to work instead of staying home.
Another new provision seeks to increase wages for those who provide medical and other care for
people that need it. This concept would provide additional stability for home healthcare workers,
many of them are women of color and/or immigrants, usually do not make much money. Is this
fair to them? Why or why not?
In addition, the American Jobs Act would put people to work updating about 2 million
houses, schools, and office buildings across the country. These upgrades would focus on energy
efficiency as well as structural integrity. The plan also emphasizes the importance of research
and development programs. What does “research and development” mean? (The practice of
brainstorming new and better ways to accomplish important tasks.)

Political pundits say the American Jobs Plan has little chance in the U.S. Senate, which is
split 50 to 50 between Democrats and Republicans. Why would Republicans object to Biden’s
plans? (For political purposes; to avoid spending taxpayer money, and so on.)
Some GOP lawmakers have put forth scaled-back and less expensive infrastructure bills
of their own. One of the biggest objections has to do with price. President Biden says that much
of the $2 trillion plan could be funded by re-examining President Trump’s corporate tax cuts.
Under Trump, the rate was cut from 35 percent to 21 percent. The White House says that a rate
of 28 percent would bring in a lot more money, while still preserving half of the tax cut.
Biden also thinks he could pay for infrastructure upgrades by simply making big
companies in the U.S. pay their fair share of taxes. Large businesses often take advantage of
loopholes and incentive programs to eliminate most or all of their tax liability. Amazon, for
example, has often paid no taxes at all during recent years. Last year, the company actually paid
$2 billion in federal taxes. But this worked out to be less than ten percent of its $20 billion
increase in revenue in 2020. Why did Amazon do so well last year? (People had items delivered
so they wouldn’t have to go outside during the pandemic.)

Sir David Attenborough endorses new plastic recycling technology
The man shown here is Sir David Attenborough. Who knows what Attenborough is
famous for? (Writing and presenting nature documentaries for the British Broadcasting
Company, including “Planet Earth,” and “Blue Planet.”) Most recently, Attenborough’s work has
focused on the tremendous negative impact climate change is having on wildlife around the
globe.
Recently, Attenborough was part of a promotional campaign for a U.K. company called
Mura Technology, which is building a new recycling facility in England. This facility is said to
be the first in the world capable of breaking down and recycling all types of plastic waste. What
do you know about how plastic waste breaks down naturally in the wild? (It can take hundreds of
years for many plastic products to biodegrade.) What does it mean for something to biodegrade?
(To be broken down by living microorganisms like bacteria.) Over the last 12 years, Mura
Technology has been developing a method of breaking down plastic waste using supercritical
steam. This is a type of steam superheated under a great amount of pressure. Mura’s CEO says
the company can break down any plastic polymer into its component elements, even plastics
previously considered unrecyclable. These chemicals can then be used to make new plastic
products. The company says this will help keep many plastic products out of landfills and our
oceans. It hopes to eventually recycle a million tons of plastic a year.

Estimates show that 300 million tons of plastic waste are produced globally every year.
Much of this waste ends up in landfills, our oceans, and even our own bodies. And while the
problem may seem unsolvable, scientists around the world are coming up with innovative
solutions for dealing with plastic waste. In 2020, scientists in England discovered a new
“superenzyme” that produces a type of bacteria capable of feeding on plastic waste. What is an
enzyme? (Protein molecules in cells that speed up chemical reactions in living things.)
This superenzyme is capable of breaking down plastics in only a few days, rather than the
hundreds of years it takes in the wild. Other scientists in Pakistan have discovered another
enzyme, produced by the Aspergillus tubingensis fungus, that can break down plastics while
providing food for the fungus. Experts are hopeful these enzymes could be used to quickly break
down the plastics in landfills.
In Indonesia, a company called Evoware is trying to reduce the use of plastic packaging
by making food wrappers out of seaweed. The company works with local seaweed farmers to
make sandwich packaging and other biodegradable food storage options. And in the Netherlands,
a company called PlasticRoad is creating new infrastructure using recycled plastic. On the
screen, you see a bike path produced by PlasticRoad using recycled plastic material.

New Richard Wright novel to be published decades after his death
The man shown here is American author Richard Wright. Wright is most famous for his
best-selling 1940 novel “Native Son.” What do you know about this novel?
Wright’s writing focused on the challenges facing Black Americans during the 20th
century. His work depicts racism in vivid, sometimes disturbing detail. Today, Wright is
considered one of the most important authors to write about the Black experience in the U.S.
That’s why so many people were excited on April 20th when the Library of America released a
complete version of Wright’s previously unpublished novel, “The Man Who Lived
Underground.” This novel was written in 1941, shortly after the publication of “Native Son.” But
his publisher rejected the manuscript even though Wright was their best-selling author.
Some critics say the publisher was expecting a more hopeful book. Instead, Wright’s
book was very dark, and contained strong depictions of racist violence, which the publisher
thought their readers wouldn’t accept. Why do you think Wright chose to describe instances of
extreme racism in his novels? How do you think the average reader has changed since 1941?
“The Man Who Lives Underground” tells the story of a Black man who is falsely
imprisoned, beaten by police, and forced to confess to a crime he didn’t commit. He later escapes
and hides below ground in the sewers, where he observes the outside world in secret and comes
to see the world in a different way.

Richard Wright was born on the Rucker Plantation near Natchez, Mississippi in 1908. His
father was a sharecropper, and his mother was a schoolteacher. Both sets of Wright’s
grandparents were enslaved, but both his grandfathers fought in the Civil War and were granted
their freedom in return for their service. Wright’s father left the family when Wright was only
six. After that, Wright spent much of his childhood in extreme poverty, moving from place to
place. How do you think Wright’s childhood informed his later writing?
In 1927, Wright left the South to move himself and his family to Chicago. He joined the
Communist Party and wrote for a Communist newspaper called “The Daily Worker.” He wrote
“Uncle Tom’s Children” a collection of novellas published in 1938. What is a novella? (A short
novel.) The collection drew inspiration from real-life examples of racist violence that had taken
place in the southern U.S. After moving to New York, Wright published “Native Son,” which
became a national bestseller and established him as a major voice in American fiction. The book
is set in Chicago, and tells the story of Bigger Thomas, a young Black man shaped by societal
forces, who commits terrible crimes.
In 1945, Wright published his memoir “Black Boy,” which told the story of his growing
up poor and Black in the South. The following year, Wright moved to Paris, France. He died
there in 1960 at the age of 52.

Country of the Week: The Philippines
The Philippines is an archipelagic nation in southeast Asia. What is an archipelago? (A
cluster of small, neighboring islands.) It is close to Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore, and lies
within the Pacific Ocean. The Philippines is made up of more than 7,000 islands. The country
used to be almost completely covered in forests, but the amount of forest cover has been greatly
reduced by logging.
Many of its native species are now endangered due to habitat loss. In spite of this, the
Philippines is one of the most biodiverse countries in the world. It is home to hundreds of
endemic species, including the Philippine eagle, the Atlas moth, and the Philippine tarsier. The
Philippine tarsier, which is only a few inches long, is one of the smallest primates in the world.
What do you notice about it?
The Philippines has a population of more than 100 million. About one million people live
in Manila, the capital. Manila is a major economic center, home to many large shopping malls,
banks, and the Philippines’s largest sea port. The economy of the Philippines is dependent on
exports of electronic parts like semiconductors and microchips, and it has large shipbuilding and
car manufacturing sectors as well. Fruit exports and tourism are also important to the country,
and it is the world’s largest exporter of coconuts. Rodrigo Duterte has been the president of the
Philippines since 2016. He has been widely criticized for his policy of extrajudicial killings of
drug users by government death squads

The islands of the Philippines have been inhabited for thousands of years. In 1565, they
were colonized by Spain, which ruled the country for the next 300 years. In 1896, a group of
Filipino revolutionaries, including Emilio Aguinaldo, began a war for independence. Two years
later, they won the war, and Aguinaldo became the first president of the Philippines in 1899. The
United States had aided the revolutionary fighters, and after the war, the U.S. invaded and took
over the Philippines. Many Filipinos, including Aguinaldo, fought against the U.S. occupation,
but American troops didn’t leave until 1946, after a major world event. What event was this?
(World War Two.)
In 1965, Ferdinand Marcos became president of the Philippines. He and his wife Imelda
were notorious for using public money to fund their lavish lifestyles, including Imelda’s vast
shoe collection. In 1972, Marcos declared martial law. What is martial law? (A system of
government where the military has complete control.)
Thousands of people were killed and tortured by the government during this period.
Martial law remained in place until Marcos was deposed in 1986. The Philippines has a distinct
culture, with its own language and values. It is famous for its cuisine, which blends European,
Middle Eastern, and Asian flavors into a unique culinary tradition. Influences of indigenous
cultures can also be seen in many parts of the Philippines. The AtiAtihan festival, which takes
place every year on the third Sunday of January, mixes indigenous traditions with European
Christianity.

This Week in History
This week marks the 35th anniversary of one of the worst man-made disasters in history.
Where did this disaster take place? (In Chernobyl, a town in Ukraine.) This event had a very
large effect on the people, animals, and the environment of Ukraine and surrounding countries,
especially Belarus. It was also a huge disaster for the economy of the Soviet Union. In 1986,
Ukraine was part of the United Soviet Socialist Republic, or Soviet Union. What was the Soviet
Union? (A group of communist countries controlled by Russia for much of the 20th century.)
Some say the disaster helped lead to the breakup of the Soviet Union.
Chernobyl was home to a nuclear power plant. Nuclear power is a type of energy created
when atoms are split. This is called “fission.” The metal usually used to create nuclear energy is
uranium. Atoms are the smallest units of matter. Splitting them creates an incredible amount of
energy. It also creates waves of energy called radiation. These waves can be very harmful.
Because of this, all the waste materials in nuclear power plants must be stored in special
containers so they do not damage the environment. Would you be afraid to work in a nuclear
power plant? Nuclear energy is just one source of power. Can you name others?

(Oil, natural gas, coal, wind power, solar energy, and so on.)

The disaster started at 1:23 in the morning on April 26, 1986. The crew in the Chernobyl
plant wanted to test what would happen if the plant lost power. As part of the test, they switched
off the normal safety systems. Then they cut the power in the nuclear reactor down to 25 percent
of its normal level. No one is sure why the test did not go as planned, but the power suddenly
dropped down to less than one percent. As the crew tried to correct this problem, there was a
sudden power surge. What is a power surge? (A sudden huge increase in power.) This surge
caused a huge explosion and a fire that burned for nine days. The picture on the right shows what
the plant looked like after the explosion.
The explosion released dangerous radiation into the environment. Scientists think
radiation levels might have been 30 or 40 times higher than the radiation from the atom bombs
dropped on Japan in World War Two. More than 350,000 people had to be evacuated and
resettled. An area extending out about 19 miles from all sides of the plant became known as the
“Chernobyl Exclusion Zone.”
There are only about 180 humans living in this zone today. Many are older women still
farming their land. Some experts say the area will not be safe for human habitation for more than
300 years; other estimates range as high as 20,000 years. However, in 2011, the Ukraine did open
the Chernobyl site to visitors, and it has become popular with tourists. Would you be interested
in visiting this site? Why or why not?
Experts have also found that wildlife in the area, including moose, deer, and wild boar, is
similar to levels in nearby areas. Wolf populations were found to be even higher. Why do you
think these animals are thriving in the area? (Because they are undisturbed by humans. Even
though radiation is not good for wildlife, humans are even worse.) Are you surprised that the fox
shown here seems so healthy? It is hard to figure out exactly how much death and disease was
caused by the Chernobyl disaster. As of 2008, only 64 deaths were confirmed as being directly
related to the tragedy. But other studies seem to show that the radiation caused health problems
for tens of thousands of people, including thousands of deaths from cancer.
In the U.S. today, nuclear power accounts for about 20 percent of the electricity we use.
But other disasters have caused many people to worry about the safety of nuclear power plants.

Faces and Places

Walter Mondale
Former Vice President Walter Mondale died at the age of 93 on April 19th. Mondale
served as the vice-president of the United States, between 1977 and 1981, under then-President
Jimmy Carter. Mondale was born and raised in Minnesota. He served in the U.S. Army during
the Korean war, and afterward, received a law degree from Macalester College. He was
appointed Minnesota attorney general in 1960, before serving as a U.S. senator representing
Minnesota from 1964 to 1976. Mondale himself ran for president on the Democratic ticket in
1984, choosing Geraldine Ferraro as his running mate. This was a historic choice as it made her
the first woman chosen to run for that position on a major party ticket. The pair lost to
Republicans Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush. After losing, Mondale returned to
practicing law in Minnesota, but eventually returned to politics. President Bill Clinton appointed
Mondale as the Ambassador to Japan in 1993.

Bernie Madoff
Bernie Madoff, the former Wall Street financial adviser behind one of the largest
financial frauds in modern history, died in prison on April 14th. He was 82. Madoff and his
brother operated an investment company in New York during the 1980s. And while the company
began as a legitimate business, it was later revealed that Madoff was running a secret “Ponzi
scheme” in which he used the funds of new investors to pay returns to old ones, all while
enriching himself. Madoff was so respected in the financial industry at the time that he attracted
famous investors, including Steven Spielberg and Kyra Sedgwick. In 2008, Madoff admitted to
his family that his business was fraudulent. Shortly after, he was arrested, found guilty, and
sentenced to a maximum of 150 years in prison. Altogether, Madoff is believed to have stolen
between $10 and $17 billion from his investors. The U.S. government is still in the process of
returning funds to the victims of Madoff’s scheme.

Chad
The president of Chad, Idriss Deby, was killed on April 19th during a conflict with rebels
in the northern part of the country. Derby, 68 at the time of his death, was one of the
longest-ruling leaders in Africa, having taken power in 1990. Deby’s death comes just a day after
he was named the winner of a presidential election. His victory would have meant a sixth term in
office. Deby was killed while visiting troops battling rebels near the border of Libya. Chad’s
Transitional Military Council now says it will lead a transition period of 18 months before
another election is held. Deby’s son, Mahamat, has been named interim president during this
transitional period. Experts are now concerned about the nation’s stability, as Deby was an
important ally for Western countries attempting to fight Islamic extremists in Africa.

Minnesota
On April 20th, after about 10 hours of deliberation, the jury in the trial of former
Minnesota police officer Derek Chauvin reached a verdict. Chauvin was found guilty on all three
counts, including the most serious charge of second-degree murder. This carries a sentence of up
to 40 years in prison. Chauvin was on trial for killing George Floyd, a Black Minnesota man
whose death prompted massive protests around the world last summer. Prosecutors in the trial
relied on a video taken during Floyd’s arrest, which showed Chauvin kneeling on Floyd’s neck
for more than nine minutes, while Floyd was handcuffed and on the ground. Medical experts
who testified during the trial said that Floyd died of a lack of oxygen to his brain due to the
pressure on his neck. After the verdict was announced, hundreds gathered in the streets of
Minneapolis in celebration. President Biden made a statement after the verdict was released,
asking Congress to act quickly to introduce police reform legislation.

Remembering When…
Everyone has always known that Dick Van Dyke is a very talented fellow. This legendary
comedian, actor, dancer, and singer has entertained audiences all over the world for more than
six decades. Recently, the 95-year-old Van Dyke made the news again, but not for a new film or
TV show. Instead, he made headlines by pulling up to a group of unemployed people standing in
a work line — and passing out money to everyone there. Why do you think he did this? (He said
he wanted to help people whose livelihoods were destroyed by COVID-19.) What does this say
about his character?
Richard Van Dyke grew up in Danville, Illinois. Too skinny for active duty in World War
Two, he worked as a radio announcer and entertainer for the troops. After the war, he worked as
a comedian, actor, and TV host. In 1960, he won the role of Albert Peterson in the Broadway
musical “Bye Bye Birdie” alongside Chita Rivera. He won a Tony Award for his performance; he
also ended up starring in the film version in 1963. Do you remember who else was in the movie
“Bye Bye Birdie”? (Janet Leigh, Ann-Margret, Paul Lynde, and many others.) In 1961, CBS
aired the first episode of “The Dick Van Dyke Show.” Here you see him with actress Mary Tyler
Moore, who played his wife on the show. Do you remember their characters’ names? (Rob and
Laura Petrie.) This sitcom is still one of the best-loved shows of all time. Although “The Dick
Van Dyke Show” was not a hit at first, it slowly caught on around the country in its five-year run.
Today, the show still stands as a huge achievement in television comedy. What made this show
so popular?
While still appearing on his TV show, Dick Van Dyke was able to make some very
popular films. “Mary Poppins,” with Julie Andrews, was one of the biggest hits. Do you
remember what his character did? (He was a chimney sweep.) Van Dyke made several more
comedy films in the 1960s, including teaming with Julie Andrews again in “Chitty Chitty Bang
Bang.” In the early 1970s, he returned to TV with “The New Dick Van Dyke Show.” But during
this period of his life, he was hiding a personal secret, Alcoholism. Van Dyke got treatment for
this in 1972 and was very open about his problem. He’s been sober ever since. Although he
never really stopped working, his career suffered for a long time. How do you think it helps other
people when celebrities talk about their personal struggles?

In 1993, Dick Van Dyke returned to television in a big way with “Diagnosis: Murder.” He
played Mark Sloan, a doctor who helped his policeman son solve crimes. The actor who played
his son was his real life son, Barry Van Dyke. This show ran for eight seasons on CBS and
introduced Van Dyke to a whole new generation of fans. Were you a fan of “Diagnosis:
Murder”? Do you like mysteries in general?
He has also appeared in new hit films such as “Night at the Museum'' and, in a cameo
role, “Mary Poppins Returns.” Along with passing out money at work lines, Dick Van Dyke is
still singing and dancing. He talked about this in his 2016 book, “Keep Moving: And Other Tips
and Truths About Aging.” In this book, Van Dyke shares wisdom from his long life. He also
urges older people to do what makes them happy, and to try new things. He tells people: “Don’t
do anything that isn’t fun.” Is this good advice or unrealistic? As should be clear by now, “Keep
Moving” is not just a book title for its author; it is also his personal philosophy.
Dick Van Dyke had four children with his first wife, whom he divorced in 1984. In 2012,
when he was 86, he married Arlene Silver, a makeup artist, who is 46 years younger than he is.
He said of their happy marriage: “She’s very mature for her age, and I’m very immature for my
age, so it’s just about right.”

