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United States

Official Name: United States of America (English)

Geographical Location: North America, in between Canada and Mexico

Population (July 2003 Estimate): 290,342,554

Official Languages: None, although English is the commonly used language 

Official Religions: None, constitution prohibits the establishment of an official religion

Ethnic Composition: Non-Hispanic Caucasian 71.9%, Non-Hispanic African 12.1%, Hispanic 11.6%, Asian and Pacific Islander 3.7%, Aborigines and Inuit (referred as American Indian and Eskimos) 0.7%  

Religious Composition: Christian (regardless of denominations) 85.3%, Judaism 2.1%, Islam 1.9%, Non-religious 8.7%, other religion 2%

Head of State and Government: President George W. Bush (Since 20 January 2001)

Background
The eastern portion of the present United States was once the colony of Great Britain. The local colonists declared independence due to unpopular colonial policies and became an independent country in 1783 after a long and violent war. After the bloody Civil War in the 1860’s over slavery, the country experienced rapid growth.

The United State’s role as a world superpower started in the early 1900’s. Its participation in the two World Wars consolidated its role as a world superpower. After the infamous Cold War (a struggle between the Soviets and the Americans on world supremacy) ended with the collapse of Soviet Union in the early 1990’s, the United States remained as the world’s sole superpower.

After the unprecedented 11 September attack in New York and Washington DC, the United States declared war on Afghanistan and Iraq as a part of the “War On Terrorism”. The war in Iraq has drawn serious disagreements between the US and some of its allies, most notably France and Germany, split world opinions, and caused a rift in the United Nations.

Economy

The United States is the world- known economic superpower. Many major companies around the world have established offices in New York, Los Angeles and Chicago, the country’s main financial centers. Also, the United States is also the home of one of the world’s most important and busy stock exchange center, the New York Stock Exchange.

Traditional industries such as car manufacturing and steel making, who have launched America’s economy into the modern age in the early 1900’s, have fell by the wayside in recent decades as foreign competitions became more fierce.

The main concern for the American economy now is the trade deficit. The American trade deficit is among the world’s largest. This can spell ruin for Americans as US Dollars are flowing outward at a faster rate to buy foreign goods. Also, the ongoing economic downturn is fast becoming a worrisome problem for many. Finally, an aging population is also starting to unsettle some economists.

Major Industries

Steel, motor vehicles, aerospace, telecommunications, chemicals, electronics, food processing, consumer goods, lumber, mining, financial services, transportation

Note: A diversified and highly technological economy makes the US a world industrial power. Above industries are only a few in a wide field of major industries.

Politics

The US political system, with its principles tracing back to the founding of the country more than 200 years ago, are copied by many democratic governments around the world. Two political parties dominate the US political arena: the Democratic and the Republican Parties. In terms of their policies, the Republican Party is more conservative while the Democratic Party is more liberal. All presidents who took office since 1853 belong to either of the two political parties.

There are other political parties in the US, but none can match the hegemony and power of the Democrats and Republicans. Occasionally, there are candidates from these parties who were elected to public offices, and these parties often participate in the presidential election.

The legislative of the United States consists of two houses: the House of Representative (Lower House) and the Senate (Upper House). The lower house of Congress contains 435 seats and the upper house contains 100 seats. Each state is allotted two upper house seats regardless of population. However, the population of each state determines the allotment of lower house seats.

Of all the public offices in the US, only the presidency is not elected directly by popular vote. The Electoral College determines the winner of the presidential election. Each state’s amount of electoral votes is determined by its number of congressional lawmakers that the state has. (For example, if a state sends 15 people to the lower house of congress and two people to upper house, than the state has 17 electoral votes.) No states have less than three electoral votes as each state has at least one lower house lawmaker and two upper house lawmakers.

Under the electoral vote system, it is possible for a presidential candidate to win the popular vote and lose the electoral votes and vice versa.
Religion

The people of the United States are very religious. Many people go to church on Sundays and religion is also a vital part of the community. No community, however small, is left without a church. Although the constitution requires the separation of religion and state affairs, Religion still has a slight influence in the government. Members of the legislature are often influenced by their religious faith when passing laws. Also, the influence of religion on the government can be seen on its currency. Some US currencies have the words “In god we trust” engraved on it. 

Culture

The American culture is well known throughout the world thanks to American music and fast food chains such as McDonalds and Burger King. The American culture, with its eclectic mix of other cultures brought by immigrants who came and settled ever since the late 1800’s, is unique and famous for the very same reason. 

International Relations

The United States’ relation with the rest of the world varies from good to downright disastrous. The United States have good lengthy relations with countries such as the United Kingdom, Canada and Australia. Russia is starting to have better relationship with its former Cold War enemy, but both sides remain suspicious of each other. The US relation with Japan, although somewhat deteriorated since 2001, has been good since the end of World War II. Countries with long standing enmities against the US include Libya, Iran, and Iraq.

Recently, the unilateral decision by the US to invade Iraq and oust the government led by Saddam Hussein despite mounting domestic and international opposition has caused great uproars, especially in the Middle East. This has created many anti-US sentiments among Muslims, who believe the US is waging a war their religion.

Regional Concerns


The US has a number of regional concerns that is worrying its population. First is the crime rate of the country. The country has a high crime rate, especially in the fields of violent crimes. The prison system of the US and its states, notably California, are the largest in the industrialized world in terms of population. Many people have fallen victim to the abnormally high crime rate. The current economic downturn and the 11 September terrorist attacks are also causing the increase in crimes such as robbery and race-related criminal acts.


The second concern is the increasing use of illicit drugs by the population, especially teenagers. Many campaigns carried out by the government in the past have been met with limited results. Many fear that a sizeable population of drug addicts will further threaten their personal securities.


The third concern, which is shared by some people, is the limiting of their freedoms since the 11 September terrorist attacks. After the attacks, the US legislature passed a number of laws for the purpose of national security. Some clauses of these laws, according to the ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union), can interfere with personal freedoms. Many are afraid that these laws might spawn a “big brother” style government that will interfere with their personal rights.


The fourth concern is discrimination. Every year, many people from other countries immigrate to the US in an effort to start a new life. However, these immigrants are often not greeted warmly by other people. These immigrants often have lower educational standards than ordinary Americans and they are willing to take blue-collar jobs for less pay than that of a normal American. Many native born blue-collar workers see them as a threat to their livelihood. Also, immigrants from certain global regions, most notably the Middle East, are seen as a threat to national security in general. This situation has only worsened since the 11 September terrorist attacks.


The fifth concern is the environment. The US is the top emitter of “greenhouse gas” such as water vapor and Carbon Dioxide. These gases are mainly created by the motor vehicles on the street, the industrial factories and the power plants. Many environmentalists are pressing the US government to look for other ways to produce power. They are also persuading people to buy “hybrid” cars that use less gasoline (or petrol).


The sixth concern is the current government deficits, both in the federal and the state level. The federal government, after the war in Iraq and the worsening economy, is experiencing the largest deficit ever. Many state governments are also experiencing the same type of problems. Many fear that this will result in higher taxes, higher retirement age and the lowering of social services quality. Also, state government administration, with their legal requirement of balancing the budget, has to work backwards and forwards to fulfill the responsibility and it is causing a problem. This can sidetrack the government from addressing pressing problems of the state before it gets out of control.


The seventh and final concern is the income gap between the poor and the rich. Some Americans can be extremely wealthy while others can be so poor that they cannot afford to purchase daily necessities. This is creating problems for the society. First is the creation of social tension. The poor can become angry of the rich for their excesses and this can spark violence. Also, the poor can decide to steal so that they could get on with daily life. If they are desperate enough, they may commit serious and heinous crimes to obtain the money. This can increase crime rate. The underlying problem of gaps between the rich and the poor is considered by some to be the most serious problem the US has to face. Many believe that if this problem is not solved soon, it could lead to serious social polarization and a threat to the safety of the society.

Education

The US education system has two sectors: the public and private and are classified as either secular (non-religious) or parochial (religious). Public schools are grouped into districts governed by a central council. Private schools are independent and often run by religious organizations.

The school system of the US varies from school to school. However, the systems are similar in principle. Children began their school career when they are 6 years old. They attend elementary (primary) schools for five to six years. Later, they move on to secondary education. They will attend a Junior High School (Middle School in some states) for 2-3 years before moving on to High School. They will remain there for three to four years before moving on to post secondary educations. Some school districts do not have Junior Highs and students go straight to High School after Elementary school. Pre-elementary education is rare in the United States. Education is free from the 1st grade until the 12th grade.

Home schooling is possible in the US and many parents are starting to put their children in home school since the school environment is starting to become increasingly hostile. 

There are many colleges and universities in the US for a student to continue his education after his/her secondary education. Each state has a public university system for its own population. No universities are free and university education can range from merely affordable to prohibitively expensive. Other post-secondary education includes technical college, community college and vocational school.

Information for this report obtained from CIA World Factbook, Encyclopaedia Britannica Almanac 2003, Columbia Broadcast System (CBS), National Broadcast Corporation (NBC), American Broadcast Corporation (ABC), FOX Television and British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 
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