Opening to the Obvious
To those who can perfectly practice inaction,

all things are possible.

--Tao Te Ching
Fifteen years ago the United Nations awarded identical contracts to two corporations:  Trans-World Products, and the Sam Botts Co.  Each was given $1,000,000 and told to design a writing machine that would be truly suited to African countries; the device was to be capable of writing in small letters or large, in English, French, German or Swahili. It was to withstand tropical dampness and floods.

The Trans-World Products engineers went to work with a will.  They used up all the money and time allowed. They produced a 200-lb. stainless-steel machine, housed in a fiberglass container which included a rechargeable battery, a five-year desiccant cartridge, flotation gear, and a 100-page maintenance manual written in twelve languages.  Although the first model cost over $100,000 to build, later units could be mass-produced, it was claimed, for only $15,000. The device was a marvel to behold, and the world was lavish with its praise.  The president of the company was given a 15% salary raise, the department heads were given bigger offices. Even the stockholders in the company felt ennobled by being involved in such a successful and altruistic project.  TWP's final report (in four volumes, and weighing 8 pounds) is available in all major libraries.

The Sam Botts Co. took no visible action for many months.  Old Man Botts said nothing to his department heads. He asked no one for help. He built nothing.  Day after day he sat in his small office staring off into space.  Finally, he mailed off a small package (a Manila envelope, which required 25 cents postage) to the sponsoring agency.  The envelope contained an ordinary Faber Co. wooden pencil, a check for $990,000 and a brief note which read: "This machine--pencil--meets the requirements: it writes in any language, is unaffected by damp climates and, when caught in flood, floats.  Am returning the money we didn't need.  Yours truly, S. Botts.'

Today, there are 3,237,000,000 wooden pencils in use in Africa.  No second TWP machine was ever built.  

************

The foregoing "report" is attributed to C. Northcote Parkinson, best known as the author of Parkinson's Law.
The following bit of "déjà vu all over again" is regrettably factual:

NASA spent 10 years and 12 billion dollars developing a ball point that would work In zero gravity and extreme temperatures. The Russians used a pencil.

