
    WASTEBOOK 2012   
 

 
 

 

 

Table of Contents  

 

Introduction  .................................................................................................................................... 1 

1. The most unproductive and unpopular Congress in modern history ɀ 

(Congress) $132 million ................................................................................................ 4 

2. Professional sports loophole ɀ (Taxes) $91 million  .......................................... 7 

3. OH SNAP!  Junk food, luxury drinks, soap operas, and billions of dollars 

in improper food stamp payments ɀ (Department of Agriculture) $4.5 

billion  ................................................................................................................................... 10 

4. Oklahoma keeps unused airport open to collect federal checks ɀ (OK) 

$450,000 ............................................................................................................................ 13 

5. Moroccan pottery classes ɀ (U.S. Agency for International Development) 

$27 million ........................................................................................................................ 15 

6. Out-of-this-worl d Martian food tasting ɀ (HI) $947,000 .............................. 17 

7. When robot squirrels attack ɀ (CA) $325,000 ................................................... 20 

8. 53$!ȭÓ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÄÒÅÁÍÓ ɀ (ID) $300,000 ................................................................. 22 

9. Bailed out tourist boat sinking private business ɀ (AK) $3.3 million ...... 24 

10. Phantom, unused grant accounts draw fees ɀ (Department of Health and 

Human Services) $2 million ....................................................................................... 28 

 

 

  



    WASTEBOOK 2012   

 
1 

 

Dear Taxpayer,  

Times remain tough in America.  The number of people working has dropped to the lowest 

level in decades.  More than 23 million of our fellow citizens do not have good jobs, and 

wages for many others are stagnant and even declining.1  Families are struggling to do 

more with less. 

"ÕÔ ÎÏÔ ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÉÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁ ÉÓ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÏÎ Á ÓÍÁÌÌÅÒ ÂÕÄÇÅÔȢ  7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÉÁÎÓ ÄÏÎȭÔ 

even bother to give themselves a budget 

anymore.  For the third consecutive year, 

Congress failed to pass a budget.  And, for the 

fourth straight year, these compulsive spenders 

charged more than $1 trillion to our national 

credit card, pushing us to a $16 trillion debt. 

Some try to rationalize the excessive borrowing 

and spending as necessary until the economy 

gets back on track.  But the increased demand 

for help is precisely why Washington must be 

more careful how tax dollars are spent to ensure 

we can care for those who are truly in need.  To 

do this Washington must set priorities, just like 

every family.  The problem is Washington has all 

the wrong priorities. 

Thousands, millions and even billions of dollars 

in an annual budget in excess of $3.7 trillion 

may not seem like much to Washington 

politicians, but these days a dollar can make a 

big difference for families on fixed budgets.  

How many of our friends, families and 

neighbors could be fed with the nearly $1 

million the government spent taste testing foods 

to be served on the planet Mars?  How many nutritious school lunches could have been 

served with the $2 million in financial assistance provided to cupcake specialty shops?   

Washington priorities are backwards.  This is why important programs go bankrupt while 

outdated and outlandish projects continue to be funded. 

As you read each of the 100 

projects costing  over  $18 

billion outlined in this 

report, ask yourself:   

 

¶ Can we can afford this 

at this time?  

 

¶ Could this money have 

been better spent, or  

not spent at all?  

 

¶ Is this a national 

priority or is this 

something benefiting a 

special interest?  

 

¶ Does this fit the role of 

the federal government, 

as outlined in the U.S. 

Constitution?  
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The Highway Trust Fund, which has been bailed out several times over the last five years, is 

a good example, as billions of dollars intended for transportation are wasted on 

questionable projects that do little to fix congestion or other transportation problems.  An 

unused Ohio bridge ɂ not even connected to a road or trail ɂ received a half-a-million 

dollar makeover this year.  An Oregon town will pay $388,000 for just five bus stops ɀ

enough to buy two houses in the same town!  

And in West Virginia, thousands of dollars were 

ÓÐÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÒÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔ Á ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÓÔÒÅÅÔÓÃÁÐÅȣ ÏÕÔ 

of Legos.  Would the dollars spent on these 

transportation projects not have been better 

spent to fix some of the 22,158 deficient bridges 

plaguing our national highway system?2  

Perhaps nothing demonstrates just how out of touch Washington is more than the 

Ασππȟπππ 53$! ÉÓ ÓÐÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÅÌÌ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓ ÔÏ ÅÁÔ ÃÁÖÉÁÒȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ 

expensive delicacies, at a time when millions of Americans are struggling just to put the 

basics on the family dinner table.  It echoes back to the fabled proclamation of the callous 

royal who, when asked about the hungry and poor shortly before the French Revolution, 

replied ȰÌÅÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÅÁÔ ÃÁËÅȢȱ 

4ÈÉÓ ȰÌÅÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÅÁÔ ÃÁÖÉÁÒȱ ÁÔÔÉÔÕÄÅ ÉÎ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÉÓ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÃÏÕntless instances as the 

well-off are rewarded with the taxes paid by other hard-working Americans:  In Los 

Angeles, a yacht used by city officials, celebrities, and other VIPs was upgraded for nearly 

half a million dollars.  In Indianapolis, the costs of providing free bus service for the ticket 

holders attending the Super Bowl totaled almost $150,000.  Wealthy tax cheats collected 

hundreds of million s of dollars in payments from a health care program for the poor, 

professional sports leagues were exempted from 

ÐÁÙÉÎÇ ÔÁØÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÓÎÁÃË ÆÏÏÄ 

company benefitted from over $1 million in 

governments grants to support the multi-billion 

ÄÏÌÌÁÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÎÅ× 'ÒÅÅË ÙÏÇÕÒÔ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎ .Å× 

York.   

These and the other examples of mismanagement, wasteful spending and special interest 

deals highlighted in this report represent missed opportunities to assist those in need and 

ÔÏ ÓÈÏÒÅ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅÓȢ  7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÓÐÅÎÔ ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÄÅÁÄÌÏÃËÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ 

whether to cut spending or increase taxes to address our fiscal crisis, all the while, allowing 

or even supporting these questionable projects.  Each of the 100 entries highlighted by this 

report, therefore, is a direct result of Washington politicians who are preoccupied with 

4ÈÉÓ ȰÌÅÔ ÔÈÅÍ ÅÁÔ ÃÁÖÉÁÒȱ 

attitude in Washington is 

evident in countless instances.  

Washington priorities are 

backwards.  This is why important 

programs go bankrupt while 

outdated and outlandish projects 

continue to be funded.  
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running for re-election rather than running the country, which is what they were elected to 

do in the first place.   

As you look at these examples, put your personal political persuasion aside and ask 

yourself: Would you agree with Washington that these represent national priorities, or 

would you conclude these reflect the out-of-touch and out-of-control spending threatening 

to bankrupt our ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÆÕÔÕÒÅȩ 

       Sincerely, 

        
Tom A. Coburn, M.D.    

 U.S. Senator  
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1)  The most unproductive and unpopular Congress in modern h istory 

does nothing while America struggles ɀ (Congress) $132 million 3 

Persistent unemployment.  Insurmountable debt.  Mounting war casualties.   

The challenges facing our nation have rarely been so dire for so long.  Yet, never before in 

recent history have our elected leaders in Washington worked less and been more lax in 

ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȢ 

#ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÓ ȰÏÎ ÐÁÃÅ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ɍÆÏÒɎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÓÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÇÉÓÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒȱ ÓÉÎÃÅ ρωτχȟ 

with just  61 bills passed and made law in 2012 to date.4  ȰEven taking into account bills the 

House and Senate are expected to pass in the upcoming lame-duck session, the current 

Congress could easily have the lowest level of legislative activity since statistics began 

ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÁÂÕÌÁÔÅÄȟȱ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ #ÁÐÉÔÏÌ Hill newspaper Roll Call.5 

The inability of Congress to get things done has resulted in the lowest public approval in 

the nearly four decades the rating has been measured by Gallup.  A stunning 83 percent 

ÄÉÓÁÐÐÒÏÖÅ ÏÆ ȰÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ #ÏÎÇÒÅÓÓ ÉÓ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÉÔÓ ÊÏÂȢȱ6  The poor ratings given Congress are 

consistent across the political spectrum with approval from only nine percent of 

Democrats, 11 percent of Independents, and 10 percent of Republicans.7  During these 

 
Senate committee room s like this one were largely vacant and unused for most of 2012 , 

as the most unproductive and unpopular Congress in modern history chose to avoid 

addressing the multitude of issues facing our nation.  
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contentious times, Americans find so much to disagree about, yet almost everyone agrees 

Congress is failing to do its job. 

With the House and Senate controlled by opposite parties, partisans point fingers of blame 

at the party in control of the other chamber.  But, the stalemate is not simply the product of 

split -party control between the two chambers.   

The Senate has cast fewer votes in 2012 thus far than any year in decades.8 9 10  More than 

20 of the 100 senators ɂ on both sides of the aisle ɂ have not had a single amendment 

considered on the Senate floor in 2012.11  And after blocking senators from offering fixes to 

ÂÉÌÌÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒȟ ÔÈÅ -ÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ,ÅÁÄÅÒ ÏÆ ×ÈÁÔ ÏÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔÅÓÔ 

deliberative body publicly announced from the Senate floor, Ȱ) ×ÉÌÌ ÓÁÙ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÏ ÉÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÁÖÅ Á 

lot of trouble for anybody.  ȣ  !ÍÅÎÄÍÅÎÔ ÄÁÙÓ ÁÒÅ ÏÖÅÒȢȱ12  

A number of important committees within both the House and the Senate are failing to do 

the important work for which they are responsible.   

Perhaps the most striking disappointment is the Senate Budget Committee (see appendix 

for complete lists).  Since the last budget was passed on April 29, 2009, Washington has 

spent $11.2 trillion and added more than $4.8 trillion to the national debt.13  With the 

national debt now over $16 trillion, never before have taxpayers needed a budget blueprint 

more to guide our nation away from fiscal ruin.  Yet, the Senate Budget Committee has 

failed to produce a budget ɀ which it is required to do by law ɀ in over 1,200 days.14  In 

addition to not producing a budget resolution, the committee has also failed to hold many 

hearings, a key tool for Congress to conduct oversight, investigate problems, seek solutions, 

initiate conversation and debate, and advance an agenda.  The Senate Budget Committee 

held a mere 12 hearings in 2012 ɀ fewer than all but five other congressional committees 

from both chambers.15 16 

Likewise, the Senate Finance Committee, which oversees about three-fourths of the federal 

budget including all of the major health care and retirement entitlement programs and the 

federal tax code has done little in 2012.  Despite its broad jurisdiction, the Finance 

Committee reported out and discharged only 11 legislative measures.17  These included a 

non-ÂÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÄÅÁÌÓ ÏÆ Ȱ.ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ 3ÁÖÅ ÆÏÒ 2ÅÔÉÒÅÍÅÎÔ 

7ÅÅËȱ ÁÎÄ Á ÒÅÓÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÚÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅȭÓ Ï×Î ÅØÐÅÎÄÉÔÕÒÅÓȢ  4ÈÅ 3ÅÎÁÔÅ &ÉÎÁÎÃÅ 

Committee held just 28 hearings this year (as of September 1).18  Overall, the committee 

places in the top ten least productive of all congressional committees in terms of approving 

legislation and the top ten Senate committees holding the fewest number of hearings.19 20 

$ÅÓÐÉÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÓÍÁÌÌ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ ÏÕÒ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍy and their recent 

struggles, the small business committees of both chambers tied for first place as the 

http://budget.senate.gov/
http://www.finance.senate.gov/
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committee approving the least amount of legislation in 2012.  The Senate Small Business 

and Entrepreneurship Committee held only four hearings and passed out just three 

measures, one of which authorized expenditures for the committee itself.21  Likewise, the 

House Small Business Committee reported out just three bills and held 31 hearings, which 

is significantly more than its counterpart in the Senate, but fewer than most of the other 

committees in the House.22  

4×Ï ÏÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÌÁÒÇÅÌÙ ÉÄÌÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȡ ÔÈÅ 3ÅÎÁÔÅȭÓ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȟ .ÕÔÒÉÔÉÏÎȟ 

and Forestry Committee and Special Committee on Aging.  The Senate Agriculture, 

Nutrition, and Forestry reported out and discharged just seven measures, one of which was 

to provide for its own budget, and held a mere nine hearings.23 24  The Aging Committee 

reported out a single measure, which was to provide for its own budget, and held just nine 

hearings.25 26 27 

Whether it was failing to hold oversight hearings, pass laws, cut unnecessary spending, or 

simply cast votes on amendments, the U.S. Congress let taxpayers down in 2012.  In fact, 

many high school student councils have been more deliberative than the U.S. Senate. 

All that follows in this report can be traced right back to what Congress has and has not 

done.  Article 1, Section 9 of the U.S. Constitution entrusts Congress with the responsibility 

to approve how money is spent out of the Treasury and to account for such expenditures.  

Congress approved every cent spent to fund the projects outlined in this report and did 

nothing to stop any of these expenditures.  In fact, in many cases members of Congress 

actually took credit for the projects with no shame.  All of the outrageous and wasteful 

contents of this report were made possible by either the action or lack of action of 

Congress, earning it the well-deserved but unwanted distinction as the biggest waste of 

taxpayer money in 2012. 

 

  

http://www.sbc.senate.gov/public/
http://www.sbc.senate.gov/public/
http://smallbusiness.house.gov/
http://www.ag.senate.gov/
http://www.ag.senate.gov/
http://aging.senate.gov/
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2)  Professional sports loophole ɀ (Taxes) $91 million  

The National Football League (NFL), the National Hockey League (NHL), and the 

0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ 'ÏÌÆÅÒÓȭ !ÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ɉ0'!Ɋ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓ ÁÓ ÎÏÎ-profit organizations to 

exempt themselves from federal income taxes on earnings.  Smaller sports leagues, such as 

the National Lacrosse League, are also using the tax status.  Taxpayers may be losing at 

least $91 million subsidizing these tax loopholes for professional sports leagues that 

generate billions of dollars annually in profits.28  Taxpayers should not be asked to 

subsidize sports organizations already benefiting widely from willing fans and turning a 

profit, while claiming to be non-profit organizations.   

In 2010, the registered NFL nonprofit alone received $184 million from its 32 member 

teams. 29  It holds over $1 billion in assets.30  Together with its subsidiaries and teams ɀ 

many of which are for-profit , taxed entities ɀ the NFL generates an estimated $9 billion 

annually.31  Each of its teams are among the top 50 most expensive sports teams in the 

×ÏÒÌÄȟ ÒÁÎËÉÎÇ ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÆÁÍÏÕÓ ÓÏÃÃÅÒ ÔÅÁÍÓȢ  Almost half of professional 

football teams are valued at over $1 billion.32  

 
Touchdown!  Grass is always greener when a sports lea gue can score with loopholes to 

avoid paying taxes.  
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The PGA generated over $900 million in revenue, mostly through television rights, 

tournament earnings and sponsorships, and royalties.33  In 2009, the NHL received nearly 

$76 million from its member teams.34  

League commissioners and officials benefit from the nonprofit status of their organizations.  

Roger Goodell, commissioner of the NFL, reported $11.6 million in salary and perks in 2010 

alone.35  'ÏÏÄÅÌÌȭÓ ÓÁÌÁÒÙ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄÌÙ reach $20 million in 2019.36  Steve Bornstein, the 

executive vice president of media, made $12.2 million in 2010.37  Former NFL 

commissioner Paul Tagliabue earned $8.5 million from the league in 2010.38  The league 

paid five other officials a total of $19.2 million in just one year.39  In comparison, the next 

highest salary of a traditional nonprofit CEO is $3.4 million.40   

Tim Finchem, commissioner of the PGA Tour, earned $5.2 million in 2010.41  4ÈÅ .(,ȭÓ 

commissioner, Gary Bettman, received $4.3 million in 2009.42 

These organizations are taking advantage of the provision of the tax code that allows 

industry and trade groups, such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce or the Natural Resources 

Defense Council, to qualify as non-profit and tax-exempt.  None of these groups can 

promote a specific brand within an industry but each may promote an industry as a whole.  

Qualifying organizations pay taxes on few types of income and expenditures, including 

lobbying.  State and local governments usually exempt these organizations from state 

income and sales tax as well, a boon worth an estimated $10 billion to the nonprofit 

sector.43   

Seeing the advantage in operating largely tax-free, the NFL, NHL, and PGA are registered 

with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) as nonprofit organizations.  These leagues assert 

they help the professional sport in each of their leagues.  For example, on its 2010 tax 

ÒÅÔÕÒÎȟ ÔÈÅ .&, ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÁÓ Á ȰÔÒÁÄÅ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÓ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ σς 

ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÃÌÕÂÓȢȱ44  4ÈÅ .(, ÓÁÉÄ ÉÔÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÉÓ ȰÔÏ perpetuate professional hockey in the US 

ÁÎÄ #ÁÎÁÄÁȢȱ45  These benign statements aside, major professional sports leagues are 

hardly in the business of simply promoting the hockey, football, or golf industry.  They are 

in fact businesses ɀ designed to make money. 

4ÈÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .&,ȭÓ ÔÁØ ÅØÅÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÓÔÅÍÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ρωφφ ÍÅÒÇÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÅÎ-

American Football League and NFL.  Congress passed a law granting specific antitrust 

exemptions to the new NFL.46  !Ô ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅȟ ÉÔ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÄÄÅÄ ȰÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÏÏÔÂÁÌÌ ÌÅÁÇÕÅÓȱ ÔÏ 

the list of entities eligible for nonprofit status.47  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ )23ȟ Ȱ3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ υπρɉÃɊɉφɊ ÏÆ 

the Internal Revenue Code provides for the exemption of business leagues, chambers of 

commerce, real estate boards, boards of trade and professional football leagues, which are 

not organized for profit and no part of the net earnings of which inures to the benefit of any 

private shareholder or individualȱ ɉÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÁÄÄÅÄɊȢ48  
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One major sports league ɀ Major League Baseball ɀ filed as a nonprofit for years, but chose 

to become a for-profit limited liability corporation in 2007.  At least partly motivating the 

ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÎ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ )23ȭ ÎÅ× ÓÁÌÁÒÙ ÔÒÁÎÓÐÁÒÅÎÃÙ ÒÕÌÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÎÏÎÐÒÏÆÉÔÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ 

require releasing information on salaries above $150,000.49  The NFL lobbied strenuously 

in Washington against an expansion of the disclosure reporting, but found little support. 

Major professional sports leagues should no longer be eligible for general federal tax 

exemption.  Removing them from federal nonprofit status may also benefit states and 

localities, which lose out on much needed revenue.  For example, the NFL may have lived 

ÅÖÅÒÙ ÔÁØÐÁÙÅÒȭÓ ÄÒÅÁÍ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÙÅÁÒȭÓ 3ÕÐÅÒ "Ï×Ì ÉÎ )ÎÄÉÁÎÁÐÏÌÉÓȢ  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

Indianapolis Business Journalȟ Ȱ(ÏÔÅÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÒÅstaurants [did not tax] National Football 

,ÅÁÇÕÅ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÅÓ ȣ 4ÈÅ .&, ɍÕÓÅÄɎ ÉÔÓ ÔÁØ-exempt status as a 501(c)(6) to avoid paying 

ÔÁØÅÓȟ ÉÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÆÕÅÌȟ ÁÕÔÏ ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÔÁØÅÓȢȱ50  

Hardworking taxpayers should not be forced to provide funding to offset tax giveaways to 

lucrative major professional sports teams and leagues.  Based on publicly available 

information about the NFL and NHL alone, barring major leagues from using the non-profit 

status may generate at least $91 million of federal revenue every year.51  
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3)  OH SNAP!  Junk food, luxury drinks, soap operas, and billions of 

dollars in improper food stamp payments ɀ (Department of 

Agriculture) $4.5 billion  

Starbucks drinks, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Taco Bell, soap operas, and alcohol were all 

purchased this year with federal food stamp funds.  In Tennessee, food stamps paid for 

beer, diapers, and condoms.  In three states, some individuals received more food stamp 

benefits simply because they smoke marijuana.52  

About $80 billion will be spent to provide over 46 million Americans with federal financial 

assistance this year from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, 

ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ Ȱ&ÏÏÄ 3ÔÁÍÐÓȱɊȢ53 54  With so many families struggling financially, this 

support can ensure many children who otherwise might go to bed hungry have healthy 

meals. 

However, lax controls and mismanagement resulted in billions of dollars being spent not on 

healthy meals for hungry kids but instead wasted on questionable and, in some cases, 

illegal expenditures.  Approximately $2.5 billion in improper SNAP payments are projected 

to be made this year, while millions of dollars more will be misspent on silly promotional 

 
 

Supplemental  Nutrition  Assistance Program  benefits  can be used to  purchase  fast food  at 

franchises  like  Kentucky  Fried  Chicken in  California  and Starbucks  Frappuccinos at grocery stores 

in Oregon . 



    WASTEBOOK 2012   

 
11 

 

activities and food with little nutritional value.55 

Junk food and sugary drinks.   While the program was recently renamed the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, there is no requirement for the food 

purchased to be nutritious.  !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 5Ȣ3Ȣ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ɉ53$!Ɋȟ ȰÓÏÆÔ 

drinks, candy, cookies, snack crackers, and ice cream are food items and are therefore 

ÅÌÉÇÉÂÌÅ ÉÔÅÍÓȢȱ56  !ÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙȟ ȰÅÎÅÒÇÙ ÄÒÉÎËÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÎÕÔÒÉÔÉÏÎ ÆÁÃÔÓ ÌÁÂÅÌ ÁÒÅ ÅÌÉÇÉÂÌÅ 

ÆÏÏÄÓȟȱ57 even if they have little nutritional value.   

More than $2 billion of beverages sweetened with sugar are purchased with food stamps 

every year, according to a study by the Yale Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity 

published in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine.58  ȰFifty-eight percent of all 

refreshment beverages purchased by SNAP participants were for sugar-sweetened 

ÂÅÖÅÒÁÇÅÓȟȱ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÓÏÄÁ ÐÏÐ ÁÎÄ ÓÐÏÒÔÓ ÄÒÉÎËÓȢ 

Fast food.  In California, many beneficiaries use food stamps to purchase not-so-nutritious 

fast food at Burger King, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Taco Bell, Pizza Hut and Dominoes 

Pizza.59  In Los Angeles County alone, at least 141,000 people may use food stamps at fast 

food and other restaurants.60  4ÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ $ÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÓÁÉÄ ȰÈÉÓ ÄÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÌÁÃËÓ 

the resources to decide whether restaurants offer enough healthful choices, and would 

need anoÔÈÅÒ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÔÏ ÍÏÎÉÔÏÒ ÔÈÁÔȢȱ61  

Gourmet coffee.   In Oregon, food stamps may be used to purchase luxury drinks, such as 

&ÒÁÐÐÕÃÃÉÎÏÓȟ ÁÔ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃËÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÓ ÉÎÓÉÄÅ ÇÒÏÃÅÒÙ ÓÔÏÒÅÓȢ  !Ó ȰÁÎ ÁÄÄÅÄ convenience to 

ÃÕÓÔÏÍÅÒÓȟȱ Safeway allows the purchases of chilled Starbucks beverages, according to a 

spokesman.62  Ȱ!Ó ÌÏÎÇ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÉÓ ÃÏÌÄ ÏÒ ÁÎ ÁÐÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÆÏÏÄȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÓ Ó×ÅÅÔÓȟȱ 

the card can be used at the in-ÓÔÏÒÅ 3ÔÁÒÂÕÃËÓȟ ÂÕÔ ȰÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÓÙÒÕÐȟ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ 

ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄȢȱ63 

More money for the m arijuana munchies.   Marijuana has been linked to an increased 

appetite, ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÇÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ȰÍÕÎÃÈÉÅÓȟȱ so perhaps it is no surprise the states of Maine, 

New Mexico, and Oregon gave extra food stamp benefits to users of the illegal drug.64 65 66 

These states allowed some marijuana users to deduct the cost of the drug from their 

income when determining the amount of the benefits provided for which they are eligible.  

In Oregon, ÔÈÅ ÄÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ȰɍÉɎÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ȣ ÆÅÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÏÂÔÁÉÎÉÎÇ Á ÓÔÁÔÅ-issued medical marijuana 

card, expenses incurred while cultivating marijuana and the costs of purchasing it from a 

third -ÐÁÒÔÙ ÇÒÏ×ÅÒȢȱ67  It is not known how many recipients claimed the deduction.68  The 

director of the Maine Office of Family Independence does not know how many individuals 

received extra food stamp benefits as a result of marijuana use.69   
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Booze and other un -allowable items.   5ÎÄÅÒÃÏÖÅÒ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÒÓ Ȱ×ÉÔÎÅÓÓÅÄ ÃÕÓÔÏÍÅÒÓ 

ÌÅÁÖÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÂÅÅÒȟ ÄÉÁÐÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÄÏÍÓȱ ÐÁÉÄ ÆÏÒ ×ÉÔÈ 3.!0 Electronic Benefit 

Transfer (EBT) cards at a Food Land store in Memphis, Tennessee.70  Technically, the 

purchase of these items is not permitted, but the practice goes on.  In Ohio, another local 

television station reported in February that food stamps paid not only for beer and 

cigarettes, but also guns and cars.71   

In Florida, an exotic dancer who made more than $85,000 a year in tips also collected about 

$1,000 in food stamps a month between March 2010 and June 2012.72  During that time, 

she ÓÐÅÎÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Αωȟπππ ÏÎ ȰÃÏÓÍÅÔÉÃ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅÍÅÎÔÓȢȱ73  She has pled guilty to food 

stamp fraud ÂÕÔ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÓÔÉÃ ÓÕÒÇÅÒÙ ÁÎÄ Ȱother splurges were all gifts from men she 

ÍÅÔ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ÄÁÎÃÅÒ ÁÔ ÁÄÕÌÔ ÅÎÔÅÒÔÁÉÎÍÅÎÔ ÃÌÕÂÓȢȱ74  

Soap operas and parties.  The food stamp program wasted millions of dollars on 

promotional campaigns encouraging local SNAP offices to throw parties and producing 

radio soap operas and advertisements.  One recommended way to promote the program 

ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 53$! ÉÓ ÔÏ Ȱ4ÈÒÏ× Á 'ÒÅÁÔ 0ÁÒÔÙȢ  (ÏÓÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÍÉØ ÁÎÄ 

mingle.  Make it fun by having activities, games, food, and entertainment, and provide 

information about SNAP.  Putting SNAP information in a game format like BINGO, 

ÃÒÏÓÓ×ÏÒÄ ÐÕÚÚÌÅÓȟ ÏÒ ÅÖÅÎ Á ȬÔÒÕÅȾÆÁÌÓÅȭ ÑÕÉÚ ÉÓ ÆÕÎ ÁÎÄ ÈÅÌÐÓ ÇÅÔ ÙÏÕÒ ÍÅÓÓÁÇÅ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÉÎ Á 

memoraÂÌÅ ×ÁÙȢȱ75   

53$! ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÄ ȰÁ compilation of ten two-minute Spanish public service 

announcements in the form of radio novelas or miniseriesȱ ÏÆ ÓÏÁÐ ÏÐÅÒÁÓ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÅ ÆÏÏÄ 

stamp use.76  ȰEach novela, comprising a ten-part series ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ0ÁÒÑÕÅ !ÌÅÇÒÉÁȟȭ ÏÒ 

Ȭ(ÁÐÐÉÎÅÓÓ 0ÁÒËȟȭ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÓ Á ÓÅÍÉ-dramatic scenario involving characters convincing others 

ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÏÎ ÆÏÏÄ ÓÔÁÍÐÓȟ ÏÒ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ÈÅÁÌÔÈÉÅÒ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÏÎ ÆÏÏÄ ÓÔÁÍÐÓȢȱ77  

%ÐÉÓÏÄÅÓ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅ Ȱ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÒ ÅÎÃÏÕÒÁÇÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÎÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÕÎÅ ÉÎ ÁÇÁÉÎ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÉÆȱ 

the characters apply for food stamps or to learn the importance of SNAP benefits to their 

health.78 79  USDA also spent between $2.5 million and $3 million for four months of radio 

ads this year to promote the program in California, Texas, North Carolina, South Carolina, 

Ohio, and New York.80 

Dead, duplicate, and disqualified recipients.  The USDA Inspector General found roughly 

2,000 dead people are still receiving food stamps in New York and Massachusetts 

combined.81 82  Additionally, its investigation revealed 7,236 people in these states are 

receiving duplicate benefits, while 286 are on state lists that should exclude them from 

receiving food stamps.83 84  These unnecessary payments amount to $1.4 million every 

month.85 86 
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4)  Oklahoma keeps un used airport open to collect federal checks ɀ 

(OK) $450,000  

The Oklahoma Aeronautics Commission (OAC) voted this year to keep a rarely used Lake 

Murray State Park Airport open simply to land more federal funds.  The airport averages 

just one flight per month, has no planes based there, and is situated mere miles from two 

more heavily used airports.87   

Yet, the airport lands an automatic $150,000 from the Federal Aviation Administration 

(FAA) every year.  Much of that money is eventually used elsewhere in the state, making 

the Lake Murray State Park Airport a layover to land government money.88   

In the last five years, Lake Murray State Park Airport has received $750,000 through the 

FAA program, of which the commission has spent only $5,546 on the airport itself ɀ less 

than one percent!89  The rest of the funds were transferred to projects at other state 

airports or remain unspent.90  Just this year, OAC sent $150,000 to two other projects 

across the state, both of which have already benefitted from millions of federal dollars.91  

The commission is now sitting on $450,000.92   

 
An Oklahoma airport receives one flight a month, but  the state keeps it open just to land 

federal funds.  



    WASTEBOOK 2012   

 
14 

 

Since 2006, the state tourism departmentɂwhich co-owns the strip along with OACɂhas 

recommended closing and razing the airstrip to pave way for better access to a state park 

lodge and golf course adjacent to the property. 93  Both are major draws in the area.  By 

ÃÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÉÒÐÏÒÔȟ /!# ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ȰÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÐÔ Αρυπȟπππ ÉÎ ÆÅÄÅÒÁÌ 

ÍÏÎÅÙ ÅÁÃÈ ÙÅÁÒȟȱ ÃÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ×ÏÒÒÉÅÄȢ94  

4ÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ Ï×Î ÄÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÅÄ ÃÌÏÓÉÎg the airport, but the members instead 

voted unanimously to keep the airport open.95  

The OAC has also accepted FAA Airport Improvement Programs grants (AIP) totaling more 

than $180,000 since 2002 that were specifically for improvements to the Lake Murray 

airstrip, including runway rehabilitation, updated runway lighting, beacons, and tree 

clearing.96  Despite these grants, the strip has no electricity and thus, no lighting and the 

ÒÕÎ×ÁÙ ÐÁÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ Ȱnearing the end of its useful lifeȢȱ97 

Besides its ability to land federal funds, there is no other apparent reason to justify the 

ÁÉÒÐÏÒÔȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȢ  #ÌÏÓÉÎÇ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÉÎÃÏÎÖÅÎÉÅÎÃÅ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÅÒÓ ÏÒ ÐÉÌÏÔÓ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÌÏ× 

for better use of the property.   

If this layover boondoggle is happening in Oklahoma, is it happening elsewhere? 
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5)  Moroccan pottery classes ɀ (U.S. Agency for International 

Development) $27 million   

In 2009, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) began pursuing a four-

year plan to improve the economic competitiveneÓÓ ÏÆ -ÏÒÏÃÃÏȢ  ! ÒÅÖÉÅ× ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ 

Inspector General (IG) found the $27-ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ Ȱwas not on track to achieve its 

ÇÏÁÌÓȢȱ98  

A key part of the project involved training Moroccans to create and design pottery to sell in 

domestic and international markets.99   

To accomplish this, an American pottery instructor was contracted to provide several 

weeks of training classes to local artists 

to improve their methods and teach them 

how to successfully make pottery that 

could be brought to market.  

Unfortunately, the translator hired for the 

sessions was not fluent in English and 

was unable to transmit large portions of 

the lectures to the participants.100 

Participants in the program were also 

frustrated by the choice of materials.  The 

colored dyes and clay the instructor used 

during the class are unavailable for 

purchase in Morocco, making it 

impossible for the trainees to replicate 

the methods they had learned.101  

Trainees also claimed the instructor 

would frequently forget to bring the right 

materials to class.102  

In one class, organizers reported 56 

participants, but a trainee stated many of 

her classmates only signed in so they 

could receive the provided lunch, and estimated only around ten potters attended her class 

with any regularity.103 

One of the chief goals of the project ɀ ȰÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ×ÏÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÙÏÕÔÈȱ ɀ also went 

unfulfilled. 104  Women accounted for just 25 percent of trainees.105  Even though USAID 

 

 

 
The instructor of a pottery class in Morocco used 

dyes and clays not available in the country, 

making it impossible for trainees to replicate th e 

methods being taught.   The translator for the 

class was also not fluent in English, making the 

lecture impossible to understand for participants, 

of which there were very few.  
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ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓ ËÎÅ× ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÏ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅ ×ÏÍÅÎȟ ÔÈÅÙ ȰÄÉÄ ÎÏÔ ÁÄÅÑÕÁÔÅÌÙ ÅÎÓÕÒÅȱ 

the program met their needs.106 

0ÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒÓ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ )'ȭÓ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÔÅÒÙ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇȟ ÁÄÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ ×ÁÓ ȰÉÎÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÏÒÌÙ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÅÄȢȱ107 

Moroccans have been making pottery since at least the fifth century B.C., with the earliest 

urban pottery made after 800 A.D.108  Perhaps USAID could learn a thing or two about 

pottery making from Moroccans who have been passing knowledge of the ancient craft 

from one generation to another for centuries. 
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6)  Out-of-this -world Martian food tasting ɀ (HI) $947, 000 

Imagine pizza so out of this world, you would have to travel to Mars to have a slice.   

4ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ !ÅÒÏÎÁÕÔÉÃÓ ÁÎÄ 3ÐÁÃÅ !ÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ɉ.!3!Ɋ !ÄÖÁÎÃÅÄ 

Food Technology Project, which has already developed a recipe for pizza and about 100 

other foods that could be served some day on Mars.109 

Of course, NASA no longer has a manned spaced fleet and no current mission plans for 

human space flight to Mars, but some are hopeful a trip to the red planet could possibly be 

taken in the mid-2030s at the earliest.110 111  Even this goal is optimistic, however, due to 

budget constraints that have reduced the appetite for costly space missions. 

9ÅÔȟ .!3! ÓÐÅÎÄÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ Αρ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÁÎÎÕÁÌÌÙ ȰÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ -ÁÒÓ ÍÅÎÕȢȱ112  

This year, NASA also awarded $947,000 to researchers at Cornell University and the 

University of Hawaii to study the best food for astronauts to eat on Mars.113   

Six volunteers will head into a barren landscape in Hawaii to simulate a 120-day Mars 

mission.  In exchange, they receive an all-expenses-paid trip, plus $5,000 each, for 

 

 
 

NASA will spend almost $1 million to test what astronauts might eat on M ars. 
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completing the journey.114  

Volunteers will perform the activities Mars explorers might do, including wearing space 

ÓÕÉÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÁËÉÎÇ Ȱ.ÁÖÙ ÓÈÏ×ÅÒÓȟȱ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÈÏ× ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÆÏÏÄÓ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÔÈeir 

moods and health.115  In keeping with the purpose of the food study, one of the stated 

ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ÉÓ ÔÏ ȰÃÏÎÓÕÍÅ ÏÎÌÙ ȬÉÎÓÔÁÎÔȭ ÆÏÏÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÏÄÓ 

ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÈÅÌÆ ÓÔÁÂÌÅ ÉÎÇÒÅÄÉÅÎÔÓȣÁÎÄ ÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÆÏÏÄÓȢȱ116  Preparation for this 

extreme food-tasting challenge starts before the 120-day Ȱmission.ȱ  Participants will 

attend a four-day workshop, and a two-week training exercise in the months leading up to 

the simulation, slated for early 2013.  

Though anyone could submit an application, the research team was not looking for just 

ÁÎÙÏÎÅȢ  4ÈÅÙ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ȰÐÅÏÐÌÅ ×ÈÏ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÆÏÏÄȟ ×ÈÏ ËÎÏ× ÈÏ× ÔÏ ÃÏÏËȢȱ117 

Ultimately, NASA wants to know what the best food options might be for long-term travel.  

4ÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅÒÓ ÎÏÔÅ ȰÈÕÍÁÎÓ eating a restricted diet over a period of months 

 
The millions of dollars NASA is spending to develop recipes for pizza and other foods 

to be served on Mars may be lost in a black hole since it could be decades before man 

sets foot on the red planet.
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ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ȬÍÅÎÕ ÆÁÔÉÇÕÅȟȭ ÁÌÓÏ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÆÏÏÄ ÍÏÎÏÔÏÎÙȢȱ118   

Astronauts currently have over 100 different food options.119  Preparing meals on Mars, 

however, offers new culinary opportunities.  In spÁÃÅȟ ȰÔÈÅ ÌÁÃË ÏÆ ÇÒÁÖÉÔÙ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÓÍÅÌÌ ɂ 

and taste ɂ ÉÓ ÉÍÐÁÉÒÅÄȢ  3Ï ÔÈÅ ÆÏÏÄ ÉÓ ÂÌÁÎÄȢȱ120  Because gravity does exist on Mars, 

ÁÓÔÒÏÎÁÕÔÓ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ȰÃÈÏÐ ÖÅÇÅÔÁÂÌÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÏ Á ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÃÏÏËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×ÎȢȱ121   

!ÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÃÉÐÅÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÓÏ ÆÁÒ ÁÒÅ ȰÖÅÇÅtarian because the astronauts will not have dairy 

ÏÒ ÍÅÁÔ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅȢ  )Ô ÉÓÎȭÔ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÓ ÌÏÎÇ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ 

to Mars ɂ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÉÎÇÉÎÇ Á ÃÏ× ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÎ ÏÐÔÉÏÎȟȱ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÎÉÏÒ 

research scientist at Lockheed Martin leading a team of three who are building the Martian 

menu.122 

You do not need to be a rocket scientist to realize the millions of dollars being spent to taste 

test Martian meals that may never be served is lost in a black hole. 

  



    WASTEBOOK 2012   

 
20 

 

7)  When robot s quirrels attack ɀ (CA) $325,000 

In this corner with a triangular -shaped head, a rattle on its tail, with a venomous bite is the 

rattlesnake. 

And in the other corner, whistling and chirping, covered in fur with a bushy tail, is the 

squirrel. 

These two critters are long-time adversaries.  Squirrels are frequently preyed upon by the 

rattlesnakes, but the snakes rarely attack squirrels who are wagging their tales.  When they 

do, they usually miss the fast moving squirrel. 

But what happens when a snake is confronted by a robot squirrel, built to look, act, and 

even smell like the real thing? 

Researchers at San Diego State University and the University of California (Davis) spent a 

portion of a $325,000 National Science Foundation (NSF) grant to construct a robotic 

ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌ ÎÁÍÅÄ ȰRoboSquirrelȱ ÔÏ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÔÈÁÔ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȢ123  

2ÏÂÏ3ÑÕÉÒÒÅÌ ÉÓ ȰÁ ÔÁØÉÄÅÒÍÉÅÄ ÁÃÔÕÁÌ ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÓÔÏÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÉÖÅ ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌÓ ÓÏ ÉÔ ÓÍÅÌÌÓ 

ÒÅÁÌȢ  4ÈÅ ÂÏÄÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÁÉÌ ÁÒÅ ÈÅÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÃÏÐÐÅÒ ×ÉÒÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÎÁËÅ ÃÁÎ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌȭÓ 

 
Robosquirrel: More than meets the eye, a r obot in disguise.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H0hyursVxG0
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heat signature as if it were real.  The tail is controlled by a linear servo motor that makes it 

×ÁÇ ÂÁÃË ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÔÈȢȱ124 

Ȱ2ÏÂÏÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌȱ ÍÏÖÅÓ ÏÎ Á ÔÒÁÃË ÎÅÁÒ Á ÒÁÔÔÌÅÓÎÁËÅ ÎÅÓÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÇÒÁÓÓȢ  !ÐÐÒÏÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

snake on the track, the robot squirrel can flip its tail back and forth ɀ with or without 

heating it ɀ and then retreat.125   

4ÈÅ ÓÎÁËÅÓ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ȰÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÐÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÂÏÔ ÁÓ ÒÅÁÌȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅ 

ÓÎÁËÅ ÅÖÅÎ ÂÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÂÏÔȭÓ ÈÅÁÄȢȱ  "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÒÅÁÌ ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌÓ ȰÐÏÓÓÅÓÓ Á ȬÒÅÍÁÒËÁÂÌÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȭ 

to dodge Á ÓÎÁËÅ ÁÔÔÁÃËȟȱ ÔÈÅ ÓÎÁËÅ ÒÁÒÅÌÙ ÓÔÒÉËÅÓ Á ÒÅÁÌ ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌȢ126 

4ÁÉÌ ×ÁÇÇÉÎÇȟ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ÆÌÁÇÇÉÎÇȟ ÃÁÕÓÅÓ ÒÁÔÔÌÅÓÎÁËÅÓ ÔÏ ȰÁÂÁÎÄÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÍÂÕÓÈ ÓÉÔÅÓ ÉÆ Á 

squirrel tail -flagging 

visit verifies that they 

have lost the 

advantage of 

ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÅȢȱ127  Heating 

the tail is also 

important to the 

ÓÑÕÉÒÒÅÌȭÓ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ 

found.128  A lack of tail 

wagging or heating, 

however, does nothing 

to scare the snakes.129   

The next generation of 

robot squirrels may 

have come with some 

added features.  Future 

versions will include 

ȰÓÕÂÓÔÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÒÏ×ÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÏÍÉÎÇȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÌÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÃÁÌ ÖÁÒÍÉÎÔ ÔÏ ÐÅÌÔ ÔÈÅ 

snake with stones.130   

While the interaction between squirrels and rattlesnakes has been understood from 

observations in the wild, the researchers suggest federal funding of projects like the robot 

squirrel will help perform public outreach, mentor students, and develop the next 

generation of robot animals.131  In fact, the team is already constructing other robot 

mammals.132  Coming soon are RoboSquirrel 2.0 as well as RoboKangarooRat.133 

During these difficult fiscal times of massive deficits, paying $325,000 for a robot squirrel 

seems a bit squirrelly.  

 

 
Rattlesnake faces off against Robosquirrel.  
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8)  53$!ȭÓ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÄÒÅÁÍÓ ɀ (ID) $300,000   

-ÁÎÙ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔ ÔÏ ÁÆÆÏÒÄ ÔÏ ÐÕÔ ÊÕÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÓÉÃÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ 

dinner table.  Yet, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) spent $300,000 this year to 

promote caviar.134 

!Ó ȰÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÅØÐÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÄÅÌÉÃÁÃÉÅÓȟ ÓÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ Ατππ ÐÅÒ ÏÕÎÃÅȟ ÏÒ 

Αρτ Á ÇÒÁÍȟȱ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ Á ȰÌÕØÕÒÙ ÃÕÉÓÉÎÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÙÅÁÒÓȢȱ135 136  In 

fact, Aristotle ȰÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÇÒÅÁÔ ÐÌÁÔÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÇÁÒÎÉÓÈÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÌÏ×ÅÒÓȟ ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÍÉÄ 

trumpet fanfareȱ ÁÔ 'ÒÅÅË ÂÁÎÑÕÅÔÓ.137 

7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ȰÎÏ ÒÅÌÉÁÂÌÅȱ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÓ ÏÎ ×ÏÒÌÄ-wide caviar production and profits, the 

ȰÉÎÓÁÔÉÁÂÌÅ ÁÐÐÅÔÉÔÅ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÅÁÌÔÈÙȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÌÉÃÁÃÙ ËÅÅÐÓ ȰÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÆÁÒ 

ÏÕÔÐÁÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÐÌÙȢȱ138 

Fish Processors of Idaho was given a $300,000 Value-Added Producer Grant by USDA to 

ÃÒÅÁÔÅ Á ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅȟ ÐÒÉÎÔ ÆÌÙÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ Ï×ÎÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÒÁÄÅ ÓÈÏ×Ó ȰÉÎ ÐÌÁÃÅÓ ÌÉËÅ 

"ÏÓÔÏÎ ÁÎÄ #ÈÉÃÁÇÏȱ ÔÏ ȰÅÎÔÉÃÅ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÂÕÔÏÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÓÓÅÓȢȱ139  

Ȱ!Ô ΑςψȢτπ ÁÎ ÏÕÎÃÅ ×ÈÏÌÅÓÁÌÅ ɉÉÔ ÇÏÅÓ ÆÏÒ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ Αρππ ÒÅÔÁÉÌɊȟȱ ÔÈÅ &ÉÓÈ 0ÒÏÃÅÓÓÏÒÓ ÏÆ 

)ÄÁÈÏ ÈÁÓ ȰÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÉÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ 

$150,000 in revenue annually 

from caviar sales in the past six 

years.  If all goes according to 

plan, revenue could skyrocket to 

ΑρȢυ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÓÏÏÎȢȱ140 

Currently, Fish Processors of 

Idaho produces 300 pounds of 

caviar annually.141  Leo Ray, the 

owner who was born in 

/ËÌÁÈÏÍÁȟ ÐÌÁÎÓ ȰÔÏ ÍÕÌÔÉÐÌy his 

caviar production tenfold, to as 

ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ σȟπππ ÐÏÕÎÄÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌÌÙȱ 

over the next three years.142143  

!Ó ÏÆ ÎÏ×ȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ 

is only sold domestically.  

&ÏÒÍÅÒ 0ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ (Ȣ7Ȣ "ÕÓÈ ÅÖÅÎ ȰÓÅÒÖÅÄ Á ÂÁÔÃÈ ÏÆ 2ÁÙȭÓ ÃÁÖÉÁÒ ÁÔ Á ÐÁÒÔÙ Á ÆÅ× 

years agÏȢȱ144 

 
The federal government is spending $300,000 to promote 

caviar ɀ costing as much as $100 an ounce ɀ to taxpayers, 

many of whom are struggling just to put the essentials on 

their family di nner table.  




