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The horror of the Ye-
men War is chang-
ing minds at last

By Kathy Kelly

enty years ago, a small dele-
gation organized by Voices in
the Wilderness lived in Baghdad
while U.S. cruise missiles attacked
more than 100 targets in Iraq. Fol-
lowing four days of bombing,
known as “Operation Desert Fox,”
our group visited various Iraqis who
had survived direct hits. One young
girl handed me a large missile frag-
ment, saying, “‘Merry Christmas.”
An engineer, Gasim Risun, cra-
dled his two-week-old baby as he

sat in his hospital bed. Gasim had
suffered multiple wounds, but he
was the only one in his family well
enough to care for the infant, after
an unexploded missile destroyed
his house. In Baghdad, a bomb de-
molished a former military de-
fense headquarters, and the shock
waves shattered the windows in
the hospital next door. Doctors
said the explosions terrified
women in the maternity ward,
causing some to spontaneously
abort their babies while others
went into premature labor.

In December 1998, U.S. news
media steadily focused on only
one person living in Iraq: Saddam
Hussein. With the notable excep-
tion of Stephen Kinzer of the New
York Times, no mainstream media
focused on UN reports about the
consequences of U.S. economic
sanctions imposed on Iraq. One of

The war in Ye-
men is horrific
and ought to be
ended immedi-
ately

Kinzer’s articles was headlined:
“Iraq a Pediatrician’s Hell: No
Way to Stop the Dying.”

The hellish conditions contin-
ued, even as UN officials sounded
the alarm and explained how eco-
nomic sanctions directly contrib-
uted to the deaths of hundreds of
thousands of children under age
five.

Now a horror story of similar
proportions is playing out in Ye-
men.

In November 2018, the Guard-
ian reported that up to 85,000 Ye-
meni children under age 5 have
died from starvation and disease

Lookiny throwgh rubble in Yemen, photo by anasalbajj/Shutterstock.com

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 4



COMMIENTARY

during the last 3 years. Main-
stream media and even govern-
ments of large and wealthy coun-
tries are finally beginning to ac-
knowledge the anguish suffered
by Yemeni children and their fam-
ilies.

Stark and compelling photos
show listless, skeletal children
who are minutes or days away
from death. Reports also show
how war plans have deliberately
targeted Yemen’s infrastructure,
leading to horrifying disease and
starvation. Journalists who have
met with people targeted as Houthi
fighters, many of them farmers
and fishers, describe how people
can’t escape the sophisticated
U.S.-manufactured weapons fired
at them from massive warplanes.

One recent Associated Press
photo, on page one of the New
York Times for December 14,
shows a line of tribespeople loyal
to the Houthis. The youngest child
is the only one not balancing a ri-
fle upright on the ground in front
of him. The tribespeople bear
arms, but they are poorly
equipped, especially compared to
the U.S.-armed Saudis.

Since 2010, according to the
New York Times, the United States
has sold the Saudis 30, F-15
multirole jet fighters, 84 combat
helicopters, 110 air-to-surface
cruise missiles, and 20,000 preci-
sion guided bombs. Last year, the
United States also sold the Saudis
10 maritime helicopters in a $1.9
billion deal. An American defense
contractor, Booz Allen Hamilton,
“earned tens of millions of dollars
training the Saudi Navy during the
pastdecade.”

Earlier this year, Saudi Arabia’s
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman—along with his counter-

part in the United Arab Emirates,
Mohammed bin Zayed—seemed
untouchable. He was feted and re-
galed by former Presidents, Oprah,
Hollywood showbiz magnates,
and constant media hype.

Now, the U.S. Senate has
passed a resolution holding him
accountable for the gruesome
murder of Saudi journalist Jamal
Khashoggi. Several U.S. Senators
have said they no longer want to
be responsible for bloodshed he
has caused in Yemen. UN negotia-
tors have managed to broker a
fragile ceasefire, now in effect,
which will hopefully stop the
fighting that has raged in the vital
port city of Hodeidah. One mes-
sage which may have prompted
the Saudis to negotiate came in the
form of a Senate vote threatening
to curtail the support of U.S.
armed forces for the Saudi-led Co-
alition’s war on Yemen.

I doubt these actions will bring
solace or comfort to parents who
cradle their listless and dying chil-
dren. People on the brink of fam-
ine cannot wait days, weeks, or
months while powerful groups
slowly move through negotiations.

And yet, a shift in public per-
ception regarding war on Yemen
could liberate others from the ter-
rible spectre of early death.

Writing during another war,
while he was exiled from Vietnam,
Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh
imagined the birth of a “Peace
Child.” He ends his poem by call-
ing on people to give both their
hands for the chance to “protect
the seeds of life bursting on the
cradle’srim.”

I think of Iraqi mothers who
lost their babies as bombs ex-
ploded just outside their maternity
ward. The shift in public percep-
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Gentrification has
emerged as a major
threat to Black commu-
nities that have been
centers for Black busi-
ness/economic develop-
ment, cultural and civic
life for generations

tion is painfully too late for innu-
merable people traumatized and
bereaved by war. Nevertheless, the
chance to press with all our might
for a continuing and growing shift,
repudiating war, could point us in
anew direction.

The war in Yemen is horrific
and ought to be ended immedi-
ately. It makes eminent good sense
to give both our hands and all the
energies we can possibly summon,
to end the war in Yemen and vow
the abolition of all war.

E

Kathy Kelly (kathy@vcnv.org) co-coor-
dinates Voices for Creative Nonviolence
(www.vcnv.org).

This article first appeared on the website
of The Progressive magazine.

Gentrification: The
New “Negro Re-
moval” Program

By Ron Daniels

entrification has emerged as a

major threat to Black com-
munities that have been centers for
Black business/economic develop-
ment, cultural and civic life for gen-
erations. Gentrification has become
the watch-word for the displace-
ment of Black people and culture.
Gentrification is the “Negro Re-
moval Program” of the 21st century.
There is an urgent need for people
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of African descent to mount a seri-
ous offensive to defend Black com-
munities from this insidious on-
slaught.

During the Civil Rights, Black
Power era, the term “Negro Re-
moval” was virtually synonymous
with “Urban Renewal,” local, state
and federal highway and develop-
ment projects that often discon-
nected and destroyed stable Black
communities. It was not unusual
for a local highway project de-
signed to benefit residents from
the suburbs or a component of an
Interstate Highway system to be
routed through the center of a
Black community, uprooting and
displacing Black people or perma-
nently weakening businesses, in-
stitutions, networks and relation-

M3

ships that bound folks together. As
advocates for Black entrepreneur-
ship correctly urge Black people to
create and support Black business
districts in our communities, it is
useful to remember that Urban Re-
newal destroyed thriving business
districts in Black communities
across the country in the latter part
of the 20th century. In fact, there is
an  historical  pattern  of
marginalizing, subverting or out-
right destroying Black communi-
ties to thwart our ability to achieve
full political and economic em-
powerment and equity in this na-
tion. Gentrification is the latest
manifestation of this pattern.

There are a multiplicity of testi-
monies about this destructive phe-
nomena. The caption of a feature

-‘

“Development” to ac-
commodate the newcom-
ers is driving up the
cost of housing, espe-
cially rental properties
in a manner that is un-
affordable for large
numbers of Black resi-
dents

article in the May 2, 2018 edition
of the New York Times captured
the essence of the crisis confront-
ing Black communities across the
country: “When Home No Longer
Looks the Same: Rapid Change in
Durham Has Left Many Black
Residents Feeling Unwelcome.”
The article details how the revi-
talization of Durham, North
Carolina has increasingly meant
development/progress for middle
and upper-income Whites, but dis-

Avtists Studio Availability Project, ASAP, protested in front of the Brooklyn Museum with an installation of furniture to decry
gentrification, photo by a katz/Shutterstock.com
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placement for large numbers of
Black working-class and mid-
dle-class people who can no lon-
ger afford to live in certain sec-
tions of the city. An article in the
October 21, 2018 edition of the
Houston Chronicle is also illustra-
tive of the growing concern about
gentrification in Black America:
“Historic black neighborhoods
disappear all the time. But they
don’thaveto.”

In Atlanta, the “Black Mecca”
of the South, Vine City, the neigh-
borhood where Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. and civil rights and politi-
cal leader Julian Bond lived, no
longer exists. It was wiped-out by
sports stadium projects. Public
housing development after public
housing development has been
felled by an advancing wave of
“progress.” The “Sweet Auburn”
District, which was once the home
of major Black businesses, is now
stagnant. In the face of this on-
slaught, a youthful group of com-
munity advocates called the Com-
munity Movement Builders have
recently launched an Anti-Gentri-
fication Campaign to mobilize
community residents and their al-
lies to address the massive dis-
placement of Black working class
and poor people from their neigh-
borhoods. One of their slogans is:
“Stop Gentrification: Keep Resi-
dents in Place.”

“Development” in Washington,
DC, the original “Chocolate City,”
has displaced thousands of Black
people, forcing them to move to
surrounding suburban areas; the
prosperous central city neighbor-
hood and Black business district in
Seattle, Washington has vanished
as Blacks have been forced to flee
to Tacoma and other outlying cit-
ies where housing is more afford-

able; in Los Angeles, the
Crenshaw Subway Coalition is
vigorously resisting a subway ex-
tension that would spur gentrifica-
tion in one of the most storied
communities in Black America; in
neighborhood after neighborhood
in New York City, from Brooklyn,
Queens, the Bronx to Harlem,
gentrification is rapidly displacing
hundreds of thousands of Black
people. In a few years, Harlem, the
cultural-political Capital of Black
America, will hardly be recogniz-
able. A Whole Foods Store now
stands where Malcolm X once
held his legendary rallies.

Chocolate Cities, once the do-
main of Black political and eco-
nomic power, are vanishing as in-
creasing numbers of Whites, who,
in previous generations abandoned
urban centers for the suburbs, are
now returning to establish more
comfortable and convenient
spaces in closer proximity to their
workplaces. “Development” to ac-
commodate the newcomers is
driving up the cost of housing, es-
pecially rental properties in a man-
ner that is unaffordable for large
numbers of Black residents. Prop-
erty taxes are also skyrocketing,
putting enormous pressure on
Black homeowners as well. As
Blacks are displaced and replaced
by newcomers, this is inevitably
leading to dramatic shifts in politi-
cal power from neighborhood ad-
visory boards, to city councils and
the office of Mayors. Black power
is diminishing.

What is equally egregious are
the attitudes of some of the new-
comers whom residents of Black
communities sometimes character-
ize as “invaders” or “neo-colonial-
ists.” This is because some new-
comers are not content to become
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a part of the community; they ar-
rogantly attempt to change the
rthythms, culture and character of
the community. For decades it has
been a well-established and ac-
cepted custom that scores of
drummers gather on a designated
date at a regular time in Marcus
Garvey Park in Harlem to play Af-
rican music. But, once a large
number of “invaders” became oc-
cupants of a nearby apartment
building, they began to complain
to the police and petitioned local
elected officials, seeking to ban
this longstanding weekly ritual. In
Detroit, three White women, new-
comers to a predominately Black
neighborhood, falsely accused a
Black man of being a pedophile
and demanded that the police file
charges against him. The brother
in question was starting a commu-
nity garden on a vacant lot int the
neighborhood and the women pro-
tested this activity taking place in
“their neighborhood.” Fortunately,
the Judge dismissed the charges in
a case of “gardening while Black.”
Reports of these kinds of attitudes
and behavior across the country is
breeding resentment and hostility
towards the “invaders.”

Let me be clear, as a civil right,
any person in the United States
has the freedom to live wherever
they choose. People of African de-
scent have waged a relentless
struggle to achieve this precious
right. People also have the right to
live amongst their own nationality,
ethnicity or ethnic group if they
choose, hence there are Irish, Ital-
ian, Polish, German and Jewish
communities in this country. And,
occasionally these communities
change in composition. “Little It-
aly” in lower Manhattan in New
York is now mostly shops and
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stores as people of Italian descent
have largely chosen to migrate to
other neighborhoods. Voluntary
migration is one thing, forced dis-
placement is another matter. Time
and time again, Black people have
faced schemes, targeted policies
and outright violence—e.g., Tulsa,
Rosewood—to force their removal
from neighborhoods and commu-
nities they worked and invested in
to “develop” as their home.

Black people believe in “devel-
opment” and no reasonable person
would be opposed to improve-
ments or progress that would
better their community. The cru-
cial issue for people of African de-
scent is not development, it is “de-
velopment” that is displacing
Black people and culture. There-
fore, the order and challenge of the
day is to achieve “development
without displacement.” The ques-
tion is, can development strategies
be devised that prioritize improv-
ing the lives of the current resi-
dents and preserving the culture
and character of their communi-
ties? The answer to that question
is, yes. The collective brainpower,
skill, experience and will exists
within Black America to mount an
offensive to defend Black commu-
nities against gentrification, the
“Negro Removal” program of the
21st century. Therefore, we must
gather our brightest and best, the
conscious and committed in our
brain trust to devise plans and a
policy agenda to rescue, preserve
Black communities. We possess
the collective genius to develop
just, safe, viable, vibrant and sus-
tainable Black communities.

To that end, the Institute of the
Black World 21st century (IBW)
is issuing an urgent call for a Na-
tional Emergency Summit on

Gentrification to be convened in
Newark, New Jersey, April 4-6,
2019 in conjunction with the an-
nual commemoration of the mar-
tyrdom of our beloved Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. Newark has been
selected because the City’s ambi-
tious development plans incorpo-
rate community-based strategies
designed to mitigate gentrification.
IBW has requested that Ras J.
Baraka, the Mayor of Newark,
host the Emergency Summit. This
gathering is viewed as an exten-
sion of the milestone Urban Mar-
shal Plan and Black Economic
Development Symposium con-
vened by IBW in Newark in April
of this year. We envision anti-gen-
trification advocates, community
economic development practitio-
ners, Mayors, urban planners,
faith, civil rights, labor, business
and professional leaders attending
the Emergency Summit on Gentri-
fication. The Urban Strategies
Program of Faith In Action, Na-
tional Urban League, Democracy
Collaborative and Freedom Cau-
cus of the Center for Community
Change have already signaled a
willingness to partner with IBW
on this crucial undertaking.

Now is the time to act boldly
and courageously to defend Black
communities from the destructive
forces of gentrification. “If there is
no struggle, there is no progress.”
We must muster the collective re-
solve to stop gentrification from
devastating Black communities,
from displacing Black people and
culture. ..and we will.

/A

Ron Daniels is President of the Institute
of the Black World 21st Century and
Distinguished Lecturer Emeritus, York
College City University of New York. His
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I believe the Zapatista
movement has much to
teach us about the en-
during nature of this
work and the patience
that comes along with
that understanding.

articles and essays appear on the IBW
webiste.

Lessons to Learn on
the 25th Anniver-
sary of the Zapatista
Uprising

By Hilary Klein

r I Ywenty-five years ago, the

Zapatistas rose up in arms.
Twenty-five years—it’s hard to be-
lieve. It’s been many years since the
Zapatistas were the darling of the
international solidarity scene, and
many years since I’ve been back to
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Chiapas. But in the era of
Trump—of white nationalist popu-
lism on the rise around the world, of
migrant children dying in ICE de-
tention centers, of countless other
horrors—I believe that the Zapatista
movement still has much to teach
us—about having the chutzpah to
take on state-sponsored terrorism
and global capitalism, while having
the wisdom and humility to know
that no one has all the answers, that
we make the road by walking. I be-
lieve the Zapatista movement has
much to teach us about the enduring
nature of this work and the patience
that comes along with that under-
standing.

In the era of the Me Too move-
ment (with all its successes, we
still have so far to go), I remain
convinced that we have much to
learn from Zapatista women. [ feel
lucky to have worked side by side
with them for several years, wit-
nessing and absorbing the quiet
dignity of their resistance, their
unflinching commitment, their
combination of discipline and hu-
mor, militancy and tenderness. In
the face of patriarchy’s ugliest
manifestations, they took some
truly remarkable strides towards
collective liberation, showing us
what is possible. A handful of
Zapatista women in key roles of
leadership, combined with a broad
push from women in the Zapatista
base, succeeded in changing laws,
institutions, behavior and expecta-
tions around gender roles and do-
mestic violence, and achieved a
series of tremendous transforma-
tions for women in Zapatista terri-
tory.

In a moment of heightened po-
larization in this country, I appre-
ciate the Zapatistas’ ability to re-
mind us what we have in common.

A group of indigenous peasants in
southern Mexico succeeded in
communicating to the world that,
yes, they wanted land reform and
indigenous autonomy, but their vi-
sion of a just society was so uni-
versal that people all over the
world, living in completely differ-
ent contexts, felt included in their
struggle.

As we face a daily barrage of
hateful words and actions, I am re-
minded of the intertwined relation-
ship between family, community,
and political struggle in Zapatista
territory, and what that can tell us
about building social justice
movements that are also a political
and creative home—spaces where
we foster community, where we
treat each other with respect and
dignity, where we collectively cre-
ate some shelter from the storm.

In 1994, the Zapatistas were of-
ten celebrated for their creative use
of the Internet to reach people all
over the world. (The Internet was
relatively new back then.) But
anyone who has spent time in
Zapatista villages can tell you that
was a very externally focused
strategy, that one of the strongest
foundations of the Zapatista move-
ment is the deep sense of commu-
nity, the unquestioned assumption
that the collective well being takes
priority over the individual. So,
yes, let’s use new technologies to
get our message out, but let’s not
forget to build community, and to
have rigor and discipline while we
do some old-fashioned
face-to-face organizing.

Z

Hilary Klein spent several years working
with women’s cooperatives in Zapatista
territory and is the author of
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The responses of doc-
tors exposed for the
payola/bribes are down-
right embarrassing

Compaiieras: Zapatista Women’s Sto-
ries.

How Medical Con-
flicts of Interest Get
Dangerous, Expen-
sive Drugs in Your
Medicine Cabinet

By Martha Rosenberg

he year was 2011. FDA Com-

missioner Margaret Hamburg
proposed loosening conflict of inter-
est rules for doctors sitting on advi-
sory committees because non-com-
promised doctors were disappear-
ing. The FDA could not find
“knowledgeable experts who are
free of financial conflicts of inter-
est,” said news reports.

How bad is Pharma’s brazen fi-
nancial infiltration into U.S. medi-
cine? The New York Times and
ProPublica recently reported that
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer
Center’s own CEO, Dr. Craig B.
Thompson, its chief medical offi-
cer, Dr. José Baselga, and one of
its immunotherapy specialists, Dr.
Jedd Wolchok, were swimming in
Pharma money.

Thomas sat on the boards of
Merck and Charles River Labora-
tories and actually founded a can-
cer start-up. Wolchok, says the
Times and ProPublica, has links to
31 Pharma companies. Baselga,
who has since resigned, received
undisclosed millions from Pharma.
I have personally attended medical
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conferences where doctors un-
flinchingly show slide after slide
of Pharma companies who pay
them as if the payments did not af-
fect their presentations to follow.

The responses of doctors ex-
posed for the payola/bribes are
downright embarrassing. Lee Co-
hen, lead author of a 2006 JAMA
article promoting antidepressants
during pregnancy listed 76 finan-
cial relationships with Pharma that
he and the other authors had not
mentioned explaining that, “We
did not view those associations as
relevant to this study.”

Entire hospital programs have
been Pharma funded. Harvard
child psychiatrist Joseph
“Risperdal”  Biederman ap-
proached Johnson & Johnson with
a money-making scheme called
the Johnson & Johnson Center for
the Study  of  Pediatric
Psychopathology at
Massachusetts General
Hospital to “move for-
ward the commercial
goals of J. & J.” and
“support the safety and
effectiveness of
risperidone [Risperdal]
in this age group.”

Dr. Mani Pavuluri,
who received
GlaxoSmithKline dol-
lars, founded the Pedi-
atric Mood Disorders
Program and the Pedi-
atric Brain Research
and InterventioN
(BRAIN) Center at the
University of Illinois,
conflicts of interest
notwithstanding. She
has since left in dis-
grace.

The corruption also
affects our tax dollars.

Despite leaving Emory University
under a shameful cloud for not
disclosing Pharma income and
having a National Institutes of
Health (NIH) grant terminated, Dr.
Charles Nemeroff resurfaced at
the University of Miami along
with our tax dollars in what was
widely regarded as undisguised
cronyism.

Rather than stopping such con-
flicts of interest, mainstream medi-
cine is moving toward legitimizing
them. Dr. Timothy Wilens, chief
of the division of child and adoles-
cent psychiatry at Massachusetts
General Hospital readily admits
his “ties” to Pharma saying he has
“an academic obligation to work
with the industry.”

Duke’s Dr. Robert Califf, who
became FDA Commissioner after
Hamburg, said, “many of us con-
sult with the pharmaceutical in-

Rather than stopping

such conflicts of inter-
est, mainstream medi-
cine is moving toward
legitimizing them

dustry, which I think is a very
good thing. They need ideas and
then the decision about what they
do is really up to the person who is
funding the study.”

A disclosure statement on the
website of Duke Clinical Research
Institute says “Robert M. Califf,
MD, reports receiving research
grant support from Novartis
Pharmaceuticals, Johnson & John-
son/Scios, Lilly, Merck, and
Schering Plough, and consulting
fees from Annenberg, Aterovax,
Bayer/Ortho  McNeil, BMS,
Boehringer Ingelheim, GSK,

By optimarc/Shutterstock.com
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WebMd/theheart.org Johnson and
Johnson/Scios, Kowa Research
Institute, McKinsey & Company,
Medtronic, Merck, Novartis
Pharmaceuticals, Sanofi Aventis,
and Schering Plough, and has an
equity position with NITROX,
LLC.”

Since Califf, Pharma operative
Scott Gottlieb now heads the FDA
and former Eli Lilly lobbyist Alex
Azar now heads Health and Hu-
man Services in a clear message
that government officials with

Pharma ties are fine.

z
Destroying Civiliza-
tion
By Yves Engler

s it simply business as usual or a
Icorporate conspiracy to destroy
the planet? However one character-
izes it, our planet is being cooked so
already wealthy people can make
even more profit.

Recently, the New York Times
published a front-page story titled
“The Oil Industry’s Covert Cam-
paign to Rewrite American Car
Emissions Rules.” The article
pointed out that Exxon Mobil,
Chevron, Marathon Oil, Koch In-
dustries and other oil/refining in-
terests won “rollbacks” to vehicle
fuel mileage rules that, “have gone
further than the more modest
changes automakers originally
lobbied for.” The legislative
changes are expected to “increase
greenhouse gas emissions in the
United States by more than the

The private automobile
has risen to dominance
in large part because of
its ability to draw to-
gether a wide array of
powerful corporate in-
terests from
steelmakers to real es-
tate developers, rubber
companies to big box re-
tailers

amount many midsize countries
putoutinayear.”

With internal combustion en-
gines consuming nearly two-thirds
of U.S. petroleum, industry profits
are threatened by measures that
cut gasoline consumption (be it
better fuel mileage, diverting
funds from roadway, eliminating
auto infrastructure, etc.). About
150,000 gas stations do hundreds
of billions of dollars in sales every
year. In The End of Oil: On the

Environmental activists protest agwinst Donald Trump, photo by Avivi Aharon/Shutterstock.com
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Cars submerged in Houston, Texas, during Iurricane Harvey, photo by

- ‘ ;:LZI'. :
| ﬂ’
pr “iié-.!!!e!":.
£a) . e :

michelimond/Shutterstock.com

Edge of a Perilous New World,
Paul Roberts explains that the oil
industry’s business model is
planned around the gasoline
pump, “from the kind of crude oil
it sought to the kind of refineries it
built, to its intense focus on retail
marketing.”

The oil industry’s recent oppo-
sition to regulating automakers is
consistent with its history of pro-
moting automobility, as I and
Bianca Mugyenyi detail in Stop
Signs: Cars and Capitalism on the
Road to Economic, Social and
Ecological Decay. As far back as
1925, oil representatives packed a
committee organized by the U.S.
surgeon general concerning the
health effects of leaded gas. They
successfully argued that lead was
harmless despite the fact that com-
panies such as Standard Oil of
New Jersey knew leaded gasoline
was a health threat. Over the next
60 years lead levels increased

100-fold until it was finally
banned in 1986.

In the 1930s and 1940s Stan-
dard Oil of California and Phillips
Petroleum were part of the corpo-
rate conspiracy against trolleys
that changed the face of urban
landscapes across North America.
With General Motors and other
companies they set up a network
of front organizations that ripped
up, converted and resold a hun-
dred electric transit systems in 45
cities.

Amidst increasing smog in Cal-
ifornia in the 1950s, oil interests
engaged in a fight against anti-pol-
lution legislation. They financed
the Stanford Research Institute to
contest the findings of Professor
Arie J. Haagen-Smit who demon-
strated that automobiles and oil re-
fineries were the major sources of
smog.

In 1970, oil companies helped
defeat California’s Proposition 18,
an initiative to divert a small por-
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Another component of
Trump’s “deal” is to re-
solve the issue of refu-
gees without their repa-
triation and without re-
specting international
law

tion of the state gas tax to public
transit.

Oil companies were part of the
National Highway Users Confer-
ence (NHUC) that was set up dur-
ing the Depression to lobby for
roadway funding. When the Chi-
cago Transit Authority proposed
using $30 million in state fuel tax
to finance improvements to mass
transit in the mid-1950s, the
NHUC sent in two full-time work-
ers to successfully coordinate op-
position (with the Illinois High-
way Users Conference) against the
proposal.

In 1951, the NHUC launched
Project Adequate Roads, which
called for a national highway sys-
tem. Project Adequate Roads
helped win the massive Interstate
Highway System.

Oil interests were part of an-
other group that lobbied for the In-
terstate. Beginning in 1942 the
“Road Gang,” a secret society of
men representing automobile,
truck and tire makers as well as
highway engineers, top highway
bureaucrats, etc., met regularly in

a private Washington, DC,
restaurant to push for more
roadway.

The private automobile has
risen to dominance in large part
because of its ability to draw to-
gether a wide array of powerful
corporate interests from
steelmakers to real estate develop-
ers, rubber companies to big box
retailers. During the automobile’s
embryonic phase, the oil industry



COMMIENTARY

FEBRUARY 2019

was already big business. At that
time, oil was mainly used to fuel
the kerosene lamp, a business de-
stroyed by the emergence of gas
and electrical illumination. The
powerful oil interests of the day,
led by the Rockefeller family,
were bailed out of this crisis and
set up for life with the advent of
the automobile. And as barrel
upon barrel was drained from the
earth and pumped into gas tanks,
big oil swam in its profits.

So, in many respects, oil inter-
ests lobbying against restrictions
on automakers is simply business
as usual, given their history of pro-
moting automobility. But, given
the dangers of climate distur-
bances “business as usual” takes
on the appearance of a criminal
corporate conspiracy to destroy
civilization.

/A

Is There A Plot To
Depopulate Palestin-
ian Refugee Camps
In Lebanon?

By Ramzy Baroud

n eerie video composed of a
Arecorded audio prayer and a
photo of one “Hajj Jamal Ghalaini”
occasionally pops up on Facebook.
The voice is that of an alleged reli-
gious sheikh, praying for the
well-being of the man in the photo
for saving the Palestinian refugee
youth of Lebanon, by facilitating
their departure to Europe.

The video would have been just
another odd social media post,
were it not for the fact that
Ghalaini is a real person, with his

name recurring in the ongoing
tragedy of Palestinian refugees in
Lebanon. Many have credited
their successful “escape” from
Lebanon by citing this person,
who, kindly, they say, has made
the journey to Europe far cheaper
than all other human smugglers.

We know little about Ghalaini,
except that he seems to operate
brazenly, without much legal re-
percussions from Lebanese au-
thorities or the Palestine Libera-
tion Organization (PLO), which is,
supposedly, the caretaker of Pales-
tinian refugees in Lebanon.

Something strange is going on.

Immediately after the U.S. Ad-
ministration of Donald Trump be-
gan to promote its “Deal of the
Century,” Palestinian refugees—a
fundamental issue in the Palestin-
ian national struggle which has
been relegated years ago—have,
once more, taken center stage.

Although Trump’s plan is yet to
be fully revealed, early indications
suggest it is attempting to sideline
Jerusalem entirely from any future
agreement between Israel and the
Palestinian Authority. Moving the
U.S. embassy from Tel Aviv to Je-
rusalem, and Trump’s own asser-
tion that “Jerusalem is off the ta-
ble” is enough to confirm this as-
sumption.

Another component of Trump’s
“deal” is to resolve the issue of
refugees without their repatriation
and without respecting interna-
tional law, especially United Na-
tions Resolution 194, which calls
for the Right of Return for Pales-
tinian refugees and their descen-
dants, who were driven from their
homes in historic Palestine in
1948.

Many news reports have been
pointing to an elaborate American
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Ignoring the
misery of Pal-
estinian refu-
gees of Leba-
non is now
coming at a
heavy price

plot to downgrade the status of
refugees, to argue against UN fig-
ures indicating their actual num-
bers and to choke off
UNRWA—the UN organization
responsible for refugees’ wel-
fare—from badly needed funds.

Lebanon has been a major plat-
form for the ongoing campaign
targeting Palestinian refugees, par-
ticularly because the refugee pop-
ulation in that country is signifi-
cant in terms of numbers and their
plight most urgent in terms of its
need for remedy.

There appears to be an active
plan, involving several parties, to
deprive Lebanon’s Palestinian
population from their refugee sta-
tus and to circumvent the Right of
Return.

To some, this may seem like
wishful thinking, since the Right
of Return is “inalienable,” thus
non-negotiable.

Yet, obviously, without refu-
gees collectively demanding such
a right, the issue could move from
being an urgent, tangible demand
into a sentimental one that is im-
possible to achieve.

This is why the depopulation of
Lebanon’s refugee camps, which
is happening at an alarming speed,
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should worry Palestinians more
than any other issue at the mo-
ment.

I spoke to Samaa Abu Sharar, a
Palestinian activist in Lebanon and
the director of the Majed Abu
Sharar Media Foundation. She
narrated that the nature of the con-
versation among refugees has
changed in recent years. In the
past, “almost everybody from
young to old spoke about their
wish of returning to Palestine one
day; at present the majority, partic-
ularly the youth, only express one
wish: to leave for any other coun-
try that would receive them.”

It is common knowledge that
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon
are marginalized and mistreated
most, when compared to other ref-
ugee populations in the Middle
East. They are denied most basic
human rights enjoyed by Lebanese
or foreign groups in Lebanon, or
even rights granted to refugees un-
der international conventions. This
includes the right to work, as they
are denied access to 72 different
professions.

Left hopeless, with a life of ne-
glect and utter misery in 12 refu-
gee camps and other “gatherings”
across Lebanon, Palestinian refu-
gees have persisted for many
years, driven by the hope of going
back to their Palestinian homeland
one day.

But the refugees and their Right
of Return are no longer a priority
for the Palestinian leadership. In
fact, this has been the case for
nearly two decades.

The situation has worsened.
With the Syrian war, tens of thou-
sands more refugees flooded the
camps, which lacked most basic
services. This misery was further
accentuated when UNRWA, under

intense U.S. pressure, was forced
to cancel or downgrade many of
its essential services.

A suspiciously timed census,
the first of its kind, by the Leba-
nese Central Administration of
Statistics, conducted jointly with
the Palestinian Central Bureau of
Statistics last December, resolved
that the number of Palestinian ref-
ugees in Lebanon stands at only
175,000.

The timing is interesting be-
cause the survey was conducted at
a time that the U.S. Administration
has been keen to lower the number
of Palestinian refugees, in antici-
pation of any future agreement be-
tween the PA and Israel.

According to UNRWA statis-
tics, there are more than 450,000
Palestinian refugees who are regis-
tered with the UN.

There is no denial about an in-
flux of Palestinian refugees want-
ing to leave Lebanon. Some have
done so successfully, only to find
themselves contending with the
misery of yet a new refugee status
in Europe. Expectedly, some have
returned.

Clearly there are those who are
keen to rid Lebanon of its Pales-
tinian population, thus the disre-
gard for Ghalaini and other such
human trafficking networks.

“There is more than one orga-
nized network that facilitate the
immigration of Palestinians at
prices that have recently gone
down to make it more accessible
to a larger number of people,” Abu
Sharar told me. The conclusion
that many of these young men and
women now draw is that “there is
no future for themin Lebanon.”

This is not the happy, trium-
phant ending that generations of
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon
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have hoped and fought for over
the years.

Ignoring the misery of Palestin-
ian refugees of Lebanon is now
coming at a heavy price. Relegat-
ing their plight till “the final status
negotiations,” a pipe dream that
never actualized, is now leading to
a two-fold crisis: the worsening
suffering of hundreds of thousands
of people and the systematic de-
struction of one of the main pillars
of the Palestinian refugees Right
of Return.

Z

Ramzy Baroud is a journalist, author
and editor of Palestine Chronicle. His
latest book is The Last Earth: A Pales-
tinian Story (Pluto Press, London,
2018). He earned a Ph.D. in Palestine
Studies from the University of Exeter
and is a Non-Resident Scholar at
Orfalea Center for Global and Interna-
tional Studies.

The Hidden Struc-
ture of U.S. Empire

By Nicolas J S Davies

D ] y father was a doctor in the

British Royal Navy, and I
grew up traveling by troop-ship be-
tween the last outposts of the British
Empire—Trincomalee, Gibraltar,
Hong Kong, Malta, Aden, Singa-
pore—and living in and around na-
val dockyards in England and Scot-
land.

The British naval bases where |
grew up and the fading empire
they supported are now part of his-
tory. Chatham Dockyard, a work-
ing dockyard for over 400 years, is
now a museum and tourist attrac-
tion. Trincomalee Dockyard,
where I was born, has been in the
news as a site where the Sri Lan-



kan Navy is accused of torturing
and disappearing Tamil prisoners
during the Sri Lankan civil war.

Since the late 1970s, 1 have
lived in California and Florida,
grappling with the contradictions
of U.S. empire like other Ameri-
cans. The U.S. does not have an
internationally recognized territo-
rial empire like the British or Otto-
man Empires. American politi-
cians routinely deny that the
United States maintains or seeks
an empire at all, even as they insist
that its interests extend across the
entire world, and as its policies
impact the lives—and threaten the
future—of people everywhere.

So how are we to understand
this phenomenon of U.S. empire,
which is so central to all our lives
and our future, and yet whose
structure  remains hidden and
covert?

In Ethnographies of U.S. Em-
pire, co-edited by Carol
McGranahan of the University of
Colorado and John F. Collins of
CUNY, 24 anthropologists studied
groups of people whose lives are
shaped by the U.S. empire and
their interactions with it. Their
subjects ranged from indigenous
peoples in the U.S. and Hawaii to
call center workers in the Philip-
pines to the forcibly exiled peo-
ple of Diego Garcia.

Many of the ethnographies
highlighted the seeming contradic-
tion of an actually existing global
empire in a post-colonial world
where nearly all countries are in-
ternationally recognized as inde-
pendent and sovereign.

Stratified Sovereignty

he final entry in Ethnographies
of U.S. Empire arrived at the
most comprehensive analysis of
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In Ethnographies of U.S.
Empire, co-edited by Carol
McGranahan of the Uni-
versity of Colorado and
John F. Collins of CUNY,
24 anthropologists stud-
ied groups of people
whose lives are shaped by
the U.S. empire and their
interactions with it

the stratified and complex pat-
terns of sovereignty through which
formally independent states and
their citizens nonetheless fall under
the overarching sovereignty of the
U.S. empire.

This chapter, “From Exception
to Empire: Sovereignty, Carceral
Circulation and the Global War on
Terror,” by Darryl Li, an anthro-
pology professor at the University
of Chicago, follows a group of
men who came to Bosnia
Hercegovina from mostly Arab
countries to fight on the Bosnian
Muslim side in the U.S.-backed
proxy war to break up Yugoslavia
inthe 1990s.

By 2001, most of these 660
men had made new homes in
Bosnia. Many had married
Bosnian women and had Bosnian
families. All had been granted
Bosnian citizenship in recognition
of their role in their adopted coun-
try’s independence. But after the
crimes of September 11, 2001, the
U.S. government saw these for-
mer mujahideen as inherently dan-
gerous, and insisted that they must

be “denaturalized” and
“repatriated.”
At first, this was

done through an extrajudicial pro-
cess of “rendition,” but after 2005
it was institutionalized in a
nine-member State Commission
(which included a U.S. Army offi-
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cer and a British immigration offi-
cial) to strip people of Bosnian cit-
izenship; a “Reception Center for
Irregular Migrants,” a prison built
at European Union expense on the
edge of a refugee camp for
Bosnian Serbs in Lukavica on the
outskirts of Sarajevo; and a “Ser-
vice for Foreigners’ Affairs” un-
der Bosnia's Ministry of Security,
organized, trained and equipped
by U.S. advisers at U.S. taxpayer
expense, to run the prison and
conduct deportations.

Darryl Li visited, studied and
stayed in contact with some of
these men and their Bosnian fami-
lies for several years. He observed
how, while the U.S. exercised su-
preme sovereignty over these men
and their fate, the U.S. role was
carefully hidden behind and oper-
ated through the formal sover-
eignty of Bosnia Hercegovina; and
also how the fates of groups of
men of different nationalities
were governed by U.S. imperial
relations with the various coun-
tries they came from and to where
they could be “repatriated.”

Most Egyptian men were sent
back to Egypt, a reliable U.S. ally,
where they were imprisoned, tor-
tured and, in many cases, disap-
peared, according to their Bosnian
families. By contrast, six men
from Algeria were rendered to the
U.S. concentration camp at
Guantanamo Bay in Cuba. They
were imprisoned there until they
won a landmark case in the U.S.
Supreme Court that allowed them
to sue for habeas corpus in U.S.
courts. They were finally released
in2009,2010and 2013.

A Syrian-Bosnian man named
Abu Hamza became the de
facto leader of resistance to these
denaturalizations and deporta-
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tions. He was imprisoned for 7-1/2
years at the Lukavica prison, dur-
ing most of which time the U.S.
and its allies fought a bloody but
failed proxy war to install a more
subservient regime in his country
of origin. He was finally released
in 2016 to rejoin his Bosnian
family.

When Darryl Li first visited
Abu Hamza at the prison in
Lukavica in 2009, he was dressed
in an orange jalabiyya and base-
ball cap, on which he had stenciled
the word “BOSNATANAMO.”
He had made this uniform for
himself to highlight the parallels
between the plight of prisoners at
Lukavica and Guantanamo.

The flags flying over the guard
gate of the prison in Lukavica
were those of Bosnia and the Eu-
ropean Union, and the U.S. was
officially involved in the impris-
onment of the men there only
through diplomatic channels, gen-
erous funding and the assistance of
American trainers and advisers.
And yet the U.S. empire was
the thinly veiled power behind the
very existence of the prison and all
that happened there.

Darryl Li compared the fates of
the men in Bosnia with other cases
of post-9/11 U.S. detention, and
found a similar pattern throughout
the U.S. gulag, in which the fates
of people from specific countries
were largely determined by the na-
ture of U.S. imperial relations with
the countries involved.

For example, four British
men detained in Pakistan and sent
to Guantanamo were among the
first prisoners to be released and
repatriated, and returned home
to relatively normal lives in the
UK. By contrast, Li met a Pales-
tinian man in Gaza in 2007 who

was “repatriated” there despite
never having lived there be-
fore. He was born in Jordan and
grew up in Saudi Arabia and Paki-
stan, where he was arrested and
handed over to U.S. forces. After
several years in U.S. military and
CIA prisons, mostly in Afghani-
stan, he was sent back to Jordan,
handed over to Israel and banished
to Gaza.

In all these cases, Li observed
how the U.S. empire maintained a
systematic and overarching sover-
eignty over the people and coun-
tries involved, not by com-
pletely ignoring the sovereignty of
Bosnia, Egypt, the UK and other
countries, but by selectively and
opportunistically  exercising its
own power through their nomi-
nally independent political and le-
gal systems and the particulars of
its relations with each of them.

Darryl Li's research revealed
an international system of strati-
fied sovereignty, in which people's
lives were subject to the overarch-
ing imperial sovereignty of the
U.S. empire as well as to the nom-
inally independent sovereignty of
their own countries.

Empire, not Exception

he U.S. concentration camp at

Guantanamo in Cuba is widely
viewed as a glaring exception to
U.S. and international rules of law.
Darryl Li noted that the prisoners
are not the only non-Americans and
non-Cubans living at Guantanamo,
which also has a civilian staff of jan-
itors, cooks and other workers,
mostly from Jamaica and the Philip-
pines. Like the prisoners and their
American guards, these workers
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A framework of strati-
fied sovereignty, in
which people live under
the sovereignty of both
their own country and
that of the U.S. empire,
is not an exception, but
a norm of life in the
U.S. empire

also live under the overarching sov-
ereignty of the U.S. Empire.

“Both third-country national
prisoners and workers at GTMO
share the predicament of dwelling
in a space between the juridical
protections of their governments,
the local state and the U.S.
hegemon,” Liobserved.

Darryl Li concluded that this
framework of stratified sover-
eignty, in which people live under
the sovereignty of both their own
country and that of the U.S. em-
pire, is not an exception, but a
norm of life in the U.S. empire.
The shared predicament of work-
ers and prisoners at Guantanamo
is a striking example of how the
U.S. empire works, notan
exception toiit.

Other seemingly exceptional
cases can also be better understood
as examples of this actually exist-
ing imperial system of stratified
sovereignty.

Julian Assange’s precarious
asylum in the Ecuadorian Em-
bassy in Londonis a case in
point. In Julian’s case, U.S. impe-
rial power has worked through a
network of four nominally inde-
pendent but subordinate
states—Australia, Sweden, the
United Kingdom and Ecuador—to
corner him in London for over six
years and prevent him from re-
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gaining his freedom. And it may
soon succeed in rendering him to
the U.S. in shackles.

If this is what happens to
Assange, his fate will not differ
substantially from that of people
who dared to defy the formal, ter-
ritorial empires of the past. The
Saudis conquered most of Arabia
in the late 18th century, but their
leader Abdullah bin Saud was de-
feated, captured, rendered in
chains to Istanbul and beheaded at
the order of the Ottoman Sultan in
1818.

Until 1830, the British Royal
Navy brought mutineers, smug-
glers and pirates captured on the
high seas around the world back to
London to be hung (slowly, in the
case of pirates) atExecution
Dock on the Thames. The most
notorious pirates’ bodies were
covered in tar and hung in chains
from a gibbet on the riverbank as a
warning against piracy to sailors
on passing ships.

If anything can save Julian
Assange from a 21st century ver-
sion of their fate at the hands of to-
day's imperial power, it is em-
pire-wide public outrage and the
fear of U.S. officials that such a
naked display of imperial power
will give their game away.

But fear of exposing its brutal-
ity and criminality rarely con-
strains the U.S. empire. Since
2001, the U.S. has been more
ready than ever to attack or invade
other countries at will, with no re-
gard for U.S. or international law,
and to kidnap or extradite people
from around the world to face im-
perial retribution in U.S. prisons
and courts.

Huawei executive Meng
Wanzhou, now detained in Can-
ada, is the latest victim of U.S. im-

perial power. At least 26 U.S. and
foreign banks have paid
fines of billions of dollars for vio-
lating U.S. sanctions on Iran, but
none of their executives have been
arrested and threatened with
30-year prison terms. In launching
a trade war with China, challeng-
ing Chinese sovereignty to trade
with Iran and holding Meng
Wanzhou as a hostage or bargain-
ing chip in these disputes, the U.S.
is displaying a dogged determina-
tion to keep expanding its imperial
ambitions.

The case of NSA whis-
tle-blower Edward Snowden illus-
trates that there are geographic
limits to U.S. imperial power. By
escaping first to Hong Kong and
then to Russia, Snowden evaded
capture or extradition. But his nar-
row escape and the very narrow
choices available to him are them-
selves an illustration of how few
places on Earth remain safely be-
yond the reach of U.S. imperial
power.

The End of Empire

he corrosive and debilitat-

ing impact of U.S. empire on
the sovereignty of other countries
has been obvious to its detractors for
alongtime.

In the introduction to his 1965
book, Neo-Colonialism: the Last
Stage of Imperialism, President
Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana wrote,
“The essence of neo-colonialism is
that the State which is subject to it
is, in theory, independent and has
all the outward trappings of inter-
national sovereignty. In reality its
economic system and thus its po-
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litical policy is directed from out-
side.”

Darryl Li quoted Nkrumah’s
verdict that this is, “...the worst
form of imperialism. For those
who practice it, it means power
without responsibility, and for
those who suffer from it, it means
exploitation without redress.”

Nkrumah was deposed in a
military coup orchestrated by the
CIA the year after his words were
published, but his critique remains,
begging serious questions, “How
long will the world tolerate this ir-
responsible form of empire?” Or
even, “Will we allow this ‘last
stage of imperialism’ to be the last
stage of our civilization?”

The way the U.S. empire exer-
cises power through stratified lay-
ers of sovereignty is both a
strength and a weakness. For a
brief period in history, it has en-
abled the U.S. to wield imperial
power in an otherwise post-colo-
nial world, as Nkrumah described.

But Nkrumah had good reason
to call this the last stage of imperi-
alism. Once the U.S. empire’s sub-
ject nations decide to claim in full
the legal sovereignty they gained
in the 20th century, and reject the
U.S.’s anachronistic imperial am-
bitions to dominate and ex-
ploit their institutions, their people
and their future, this empire can-
not permanently hold them back
any more than the British or
Ottoman Empires could.

This irresponsible empire has
squandered the resources of our
own and other  nations
and spawned existential dangers
that threaten the whole world,
from nuclear war to environmental
crisis. The Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists has gradually advanced
the hands of its Doomsday
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Clock from 17 minutes to mid-
night in 1994 up to 2 minutes to
midnightin2018.

The U.S.’s system of “man-
aged democracy” or “inverted to-
talitarianism” concentrates
ever-growing wealth and power in
the hands of a corrupt ruling class,
increasingly subjecting the Ameri-
can public to the same “exploita-
tion without redress” as the U.S.
empire’s foreign subjects and pre-
venting us from tackling serious or
even existential problems.

This self-reinforcing vicious
circle endangers us all, not least
those of us who live at the heart of
this corrupt and ultimately self-de-
structive empire. So we Ameri-
cans share the vital interest of the
rest of the world in dismantling the
U.S. empire and starting to work
with all our neighbors to build a
peaceful, just and sustainable
post-imperial future that we all can
share.

/A

Nicolas J S Davies is the author
of Blood On Our Hands: the American
Invasion and Destruction of Iraq. He
is a researcher for CODEPINK and a
freelance writer for independent
non-corporate media.

It Has Begun: One in
Five Million Protest
in Serbia

By Danica Jorden

‘ N ’ hen ultra-nationalist Serbian

President Aleksandar Vucic
said he wouldn’t concede to protes-
tors’ demands “even if there were 5

million people in the street,” the
spark was lit. Carrying signs saying
“Poelo Je” (It Has Began) and
“Jedan od pet miliona” (One in Five
Million), tens of thousands of pro-
testers are packing the icy January
streets of Belgrade, Kragujevac, Ni§
and other Serbian cities in demon-
strations that began in early Decem-
ber demanding an end to what to
they call a dictatorship.

Meanwhile, a mass demonstra-
tion is planned for January 16 on
the anniversary of the assassina-
tion of Kosovar Serb opposition
leader Oliver Ivanovi in divided

Mitrovica/Mitrovicé. Ivanovi,
leader of the Freedom Democracy
Justice Party (“Sloboda

demokratija pravda’), advocated for
peaceful coexistence between peo-
ple of both Serbian and Albanian
ethnicity in Kosovo/Kosova. In
other events protesters say were acts
committed by the Vucic govern-
ment to silence opposing view-
points, Borko Stefanovi of the Ser-
bian Left Party (“Levica Srbije”)
was brutally beaten on a street in
Krusevac on November 23, while
an attempt was made on the life of
leftist journalist Milan Jovanovi in
Belgrade on December 12.
Stefanovi’s bloody shirt has become
atalisman during the protests.
Protesters have also borrowed
the yellow vests that are being
donned in France for that coun-
try’s  demonstrations  against
higher fuel taxes that would espe-
cially hit the working class. As in
France, the protest has brought to-
gether diverse causes such as gay
rights and actions against gen-
der-based violence, in addition to
public distrust of state-controlled
TV. A recording of a reporter call-
ing the protesters “violent rapists”
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As in France,
the protest has
brought to-
gether diverse
causes

was sampled to a disco beat and
blasted from loudspeakers at the
Belgrade protest on January 5.

Propaganda is a bit of a spe-
cialty for President Vucic, who has
a long history with Serbia’s far
right and nationalists. In his 20s,
he was Slobodan MiloSevi’s Min-
ister of Information. Later he was
Defense Minister and then Prime
Minister. Elected president in 2017
with 55 percent of the vote, pre-
dominantly from citizens over the
age of 55, he has been accused of
quashing the opposition through
autocratic control of the media,
voter intimidation and other elec-
toral  irregularities.  Protests
erupted when he was announced
the winner, with 10,000 students
gathering in front of the National
Assembly and similar events hap-
pening across the country. These
protests have been growing
steadily ever since.

In a statement he made on July
20, 1995 during the Bosnian War
which he has never renounced,
Vucic declared, “For every dead
Serb, we will kill one hundred Mus-
lims.” This was days after the noto-
rious mass killing in Srebrenica,
Bosnia, when over 8,000 Muslim
men and boys were separated from
the regional population and exe-
cuted. As recently as November 15,
2018, Serbia’s prime minister, Ana
Brnabic, declared that what hap-
pened in Srebrenica was a war



crime and not genocide, and in De-
cember she intimated that the Ser-
bian Army might once again inter-
vene in Kosovo.

Brnabic, female as well as
openly gay, was appointed by
Vucic last summer in what many
LGBT groups in Serbia have come
to see as a sly neoliberal tactic to
convince the European Union of
the new Serbian government’s
merits. She was disinvited from
Belgrade’s 2018 Gay Pride Parade
after her remarks in 2017 that gay
rights should only be addressed af-
ter more pressing issues were re-
solved.

Student Jelena Anasonovic’s
hennaed hair peeps out from her
knitted cap and scarf as she stands
on a stage in front of protestors in

Belgrade. “We realised that the
time had come to do something in
the streets,” she told Agence
France Presse. “Violence, both
verbal and physical, has become
the norm” in Serbia, she said. Ac-
tor Branislav Trifunovi has also
emerged as a prominent spokes-
person in the movement, and one
of his specific demands is for a set
amount of time on national televi-
sion for opposing viewpoints. He’s
asking for just five minutes, and in
this climate it could be enough to
break the government’s strangle-
hold on the media.

Right now, young people are
organizing themselves on the
internet with hashtags like
#Protivdiktature (Against Dicta-
torship) on  Twitter and

“lodSmiliona” on Facebook. But
the crowds show faces of all age
groups, so the message is getting
out.

Vucic learned early on about
accruing power through
scapegoating and malignant na-
tionalism. But in a country with an
average wage of merely 300 euros
a month and over 20 percent un-
employment, the old tropes have
worn thin. A common alienation is
uniting the people and hopefully
an inclusive unity across eco-
nomic, gender, generational and
ethnic lines can be sustained.

/4

Danica Jorden is a writer and translator
of French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian
and other languages.

Protest against the Sevbian president in Belgrade, photo by Fotosr52/Shutterstock.com
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Moral Depravity Defines U.S. Politics
By Noam Chomsky and C.}. Polychroniou

C.J. Polychroniou: Noam, with people still arguing
about winners and losers from the 2018 midterm elec-
tions (and there is clearly a lot to say about what those
elections mean), what do you consider to be the most
striking features of the latest manifestation of American
democracyin action?

Noam Chomsky: The most striking features are brutally
clear.

Humanity faces two imminent existential threats: en-
vironmental catastrophe and nuclear war. These were
virtually ignored in the campaign rhetoric and general
coverage. There was plenty of criticism of the Trump

administration, but scarcely a word about by far the
most ominous positions the administration has taken:
increasing the already dire threat of nuclear war, and
racing to destroy the physical environment that orga-
nized human society needs in order to survive.

These are the most critical and urgent questions that
have arisen in all of human history. The fact that they
scarcely arose in the campaign is truly stunning—and
carries some important, if unpleasant, lessons about our
moral and intellectual culture.

To be sure, not everyone was ignoring these matters.
They were front and center for those who are con-
stantly vigilant in their bitter class war to preserve their
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immense power and privilege. Several states had im-
portant ballot initiatives addressing the impending envi-
ronmental catastrophe. The fossil fuel industry spent
huge, sometimes record-breaking, sums to defeat the
initiatives—including a carbon tax in the mostly Dem-
ocratic state of Washington—and mostly succeeded.

We should recognize that these are extraordinary
crimes against humanity. They proceed with little no-
tice.

The Democrats helped defeat these critically impor-
tant initiatives by ignoring them. They scarcely men-
tioned them “in digital or TV ads, in their campaign lit-
erature or on social media,” a New York Times survey
found. Nor, of course, were they mentioned by the Re-
publicans, whose leadership is dedicated to driving hu-
manity off the cliff as soon as possible—in full knowl-
edge of what they are doing, as easily demonstrated.

The Times article goes on to explain that “Environ-
mental activists and political scientists say it is a reflec-
tion of the issue’s perpetual low ranking among voters,
even Democratic voters, and of the intense polarization
along party lines that has developed around global
warming.” The article failed to add that this assessment
is an incredible indictment of the country and its politi-
cal, social, economic and media institutions, all of
which, so the assessment claims, have sunk to such a
level of depravity that the question of whether orga-
nized human society can survive in any minimally tol-
erable form, in the near future, is of little consequence.

Whether that unspoken indictment is correct, we
cannot be sure. It is perhaps of some significance that
one Democratic candidate, Sean Casten, flipped a Re-
publican district while making impending climate di-
saster the centerpiece of his campaign.

There is plenty of competition for moral depravity in
the current remarkable moment of human history. Per-
haps the prize goes to a bureaucracy, maybe in honor
of Kafka: Trump’s National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration. Right in the midst of the campaign, it
produced a detailed study calling for an end to regula-
tions on emissions, with a rational argument: extrapo-
lating current trends, it turns out that by the end of the
century the game will be over. Automotive emissions
don’t contribute very much to the catastrophe, so there
isn’t any point trying to limit them.

In brief, let’s rob while the planet burns, putting poor
Nero in the shadows.

There have been many monsters
in the past ... but it would be
hard to find one who was dedi-
cated to undermining the pros-
pects for survival of organized
human society, not in the dis-
tant future—in order to put a
few more dollars in overstuffed
pockets

This surely qualifies as a contender for the most evil
document in history. Again, not an issue in the cam-
paign.

There have been many monsters in the past ... but it
would be hard to find one who was dedicated to under-
mining the prospects for survival of organized human
society, not in the distant future—in order to put a few
more dollars in overstuffed pockets.

It’s hard to find words to describe what is happening
before our eyes.

The same is true of the second truly existential
threat: nuclear war. A few weeks before the election,
Trump announced that the U.S. is withdrawing from
the INF treaty, which eliminated short-range missiles
deployed in Western Europe and Russia—extremely
hazardous weapons, which have only a few minutes
flight-time to Moscow, posing a decapitation threat, a
sudden attack that would destroy any possibility of re-
sponse. That, of course, sharply increases the danger of
a nuclear response to warnings given by automated
systems that have often failed in the past, thus ending
all of us.

Anyone familiar with the record knows that it’s a
virtual miracle that we have so far avoided terminal nu-
clear war. The threat, which was already grave, was
heightened by the Trump nuclear posture review that
authorized new destabilizing weapons and lowered the
threshold for nuclear attack. This latest move increases
the threat further. Scarcely a mention on the campaign
trail or in coverage.

The U.S. is withdrawing from the treaty on the
grounds that China is not a partner and that the Rus-
sians have violated it—they in turn claim that the U.S.
has violated it. It’s plain how to address these prob-
lems: through inspections and diplomacy, neither of
which has been attempted. Rather, let’s just blithely in-
crease the threat of total destruction. And let’s ignore
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all of this in the vast outpourings during the political
campaign.

Again, we have to ask some serious questions about
the prevailing moral and intellectual culture—and
about the urgency of providing remedies, very soon.

Let’s put aside what are merely the most significant
questions in human history, and turn to what is within
the realm of discussion.

A striking fact about the election is that it once again
demonstrated the failure of the Democratic Party as a
whole to deal with issues that matter to working peo-
ple. While working-class people of color largely sup-
ported the Democratic Party, even more than before,
the party lost the non—college educated white popula-
tion. What’s more, it seems to be of little concern, at
least to Democratic Party leaders, the “Wall Street
Democrats” as they are sometimes called. They were
exultant about their successes in the affluent suburbs,
where normally Republican voters were disgusted by
Trump’s vulgarity. Whether they come naturally or are
feigned, Trump’s antics help keep his white work-
ing-class constituency in line while his party stabs them
in the back at every turn, meanwhile serving its real
constituency, great wealth and corporate power, with
impressive dedication.

The betrayal of working-class America could hardly
be clearer, though fortunately, some are breaking free
of the treachery. One positive feature of the midterms
was the success of a diverse group of young progres-
sive candidates, mostly women—a tribute to the popu-
lar activism of recent years, and a hopeful sign for the
future, if it can expand and flourish.

On the surface, it seems that Trump’s success with
much of the voting constituency can be attributed to
racist and xenophobic appeals, particularly concerning
the imminent threat of “invasion” by hordes of terror-
ists and criminals approaching our borders that he fo-
cused his tantrums on up to the election—then drop-
ping the topic when it was no longer needed to rally the
faithful.

Few seem to have recalled that Trump was pulling a
leaf from Reagan’s playbook. In 1985, our intrepid
leader strapped on his cowboy boots and declared a na-
tional emergency because Nicaraguan troops were a
two days’ drive from Harlingen, Texas—and people
didn’t collapse in laughter. Trump made a similar move
in warning that if people fleeing from misery and op-
pression (misery and oppression for which we are
largely responsible) reach our borders they’ll try to kill

The betrayal of working-class Amer-
ica could hardly be clearer, though
fortunately, some are breaking free
of the treachery. One positive fea-
ture of the midterms was the suec-
cess of a diverse group of young
progressive candidates, mostly
women—a tribute to the popular ac-
tivism of recent years, and a hope-
ful sign for the future, if it can ex-
pand and flourish.

us all. Heavily armed militias travelled to the border to
back up the thousands of troops deployed to defend us,
and it seems to have worked. Surveys report that peo-
ple did vote for Trump because only he could save us
from destruction by these criminal hordes. That also
carries some lessons.

But when we ask why Trump’s strategy works, we
find something deeper, which extends pretty much
worldwide, with particularities from place to place. In
conditions of economic distress, a sense of hopeless-
ness, justified contempt for institutions, and under-
standable anger and resentment about what is being
done to them, people can become easy prey to dema-
gogues who direct their anger toward scapegoats, typi-
cally those even more vulnerable, and who foster the
symptoms that tend to rise to the surface under such
circumstances. That’s been happening, worldwide. We
see it in election after election in many countries, and
in other ways.

In the U.S., working-class people have suffered 40
years of stagnation while wealth concentrates in very
few hands, leading to staggering inequality. The Demo-
crats have ignored all this, and worse, have carried for-
ward the neoliberal policies that took off with Reagan
and Thatcher and have imposed these consequences,
by design. And for the designers, the neoliberal pro-
grams have been brilliantly successful, in ways that we
need not review here.

Despite low unemployment, wage growth, after a
rise in 2014-15, is now barely keeping up with inflation
while corporate profits are skyrocketing, particularly
for the predatory financial institutions, which emerged
from the crisis for which they were responsible even
richer and more powerful than before. A side effect is
that the country’s wealth is being shifted from R&D,
innovation and product development, to financial trans-
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actions in the interests of the very rich. Fine for them,
but disastrous for the health and future of the society.

The concentration of wealth and enhancement of
corporate power translate automatically to decline of
democracy. Research in academic political science has
revealed that a large majority of voters are literally dis-
enfranchised, in that their own representatives pay no
attention to their wishes but listen to the voices of the
donor class. It is furthermore well established that elec-
tions are pretty much bought: electability, hence policy,
is predictable with remarkable precision from the single
variable of campaign spending, both for the executive
and Congress. Thomas Ferguson’s work is particularly
revealing, going far back and including the 2016 elec-
tion. And that is a bare beginning. Legislation is com-
monly shaped, even written, by corporate lobbyists,
while representatives who sign it have their eyes on
funding for the next election.

The midterms highlighted other ominous develop-
ments. The Republicans increased their Senate major-
ity—with barely 40 percent of the votes cast. Right
now, 60 senators are elected by states with 25 percent
of the population, which means some 15 percent of the
vote (mostly rural, white, religious, skeptical of science,
heavily armed). And the tendency is increasing. It’s
hard to see how some form of civil conflict can be
avoided unless the Democrats reverse course sharply
and become a political party that doesn’t simply aban-
don the working class to its bitter class enemy, as they
have done for 40 years.

How do we explain the fact that while U.S. politics
seems nastier, more polarized and more divided than
any other time in recent history, both parties stay away
from addressing the most critical issues facing the
country and the world at large?

Chomsky: In 1895, the highly successful campaign
manager Mark Hanna famously said: “There are two
things that are important in politics. The first is money,
and I can’t remember what the second one is.”

Those who control the wealth of the country have
their own priorities, primarily self-enrichment and en-
hancement of decision-making power. And these are
the priorities that prevail in a neoliberal democracy
with the annoying public dismissed to the back rooms
where they belong.

The CEOs of major banks surely understand the ex-
traordinary threat of environmental catastrophe but are

Those who control the
wealth of the country have
their own priorities, primar-
ily self-enrichment and en-
hancement of power

increasing investment in fossil fuels because that’s
where the money is. Like the energy corporations, they
are hardly eager to support candidates warning of the
serious crimes they are committing. Lockheed-Martin
and its cohorts are quite happy to see vast increases in
the military budget and are surely delighted with such
declarations as the Trump administration’s new Na-
tional Defense Strategy, just released by the U.S. Insti-
tute of Peace (lacking a sense of irony, the bureaucracy
is quite happy to caricature Orwell).

This somber document warns that our dangerously
depleted military, which almost overwhelms the rest of
the world combined, might not be able to prevail in a
two-front war against Russia and China. Of course,
neither military industry nor the distinguished authors
of the report believe that such a war could even be
fought without terminal destruction, but it’s a great way
to siphon taxpayer dollars away from absurdities like
health and education and into the deserving pockets of
the captains of industry and finance.

Not many political figures will dare to dismiss such
awesome threats to our security.

As for the nastiness, it’s largely a result of the drift to
the right of both parties during the neoliberal years, the
Democrats becoming what used to be called “moderate
Republicans” (or often worse) and the Republicans
drifting off the spectrum, with devotion to wealth and
corporate power so extreme that they cannot possibly
win elections on their actual policies. They have there-
fore been compelled to mobilize voting constituencies
on “cultural issues,” diverting attention away from ac-
tual policies. To keep them in line, it’s natural for the
leadership to demonize the political opposition as not
merely wrong but intent on demolishing their most
deeply held values—and for the latter to resort to con-
tempt for the “deplorables.” Soon antagonisms degen-
erate to warfare.

There are many illustrations of how the Republican
leadership has sought to organize a voting constituency,
some of which we’ve discussed before. One revealing
case is abortion rights. In the 1960s, the Republican
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Party was strongly pro-choice, including the leadership
(Reagan, Ford, George H.-W. Bush and others). Same
with voters. In 1972, two-thirds of Republicans be-
lieved abortion to be a private matter, with no govern-
ment involvement.

Nixon and his cohorts realized that they could attract
the Catholic vote, traditionally Democratic, by adopting
an anti-abortion plank. Later in the 1970s, evangelicals
began to organize for political action. Among their de-
mands was maintaining segregated schools. Republi-
can operative Paul Weyrich recognized an opportunity.
An open call for segregated schools wouldn’t work,
but if the Republican Party pretended to oppose abor-
tion, it could pick up the huge evangelical vote, now a
core part of Trump’s voting base. The leadership ac-
cordingly shifted to passionate “pro-life” advocates, in-
cluding those who it is sometimes believed had some
character and honesty, like Bush I, who shifted along
with the rest.

Meanwhile the actual constituency of the Republi-
can Party remains great wealth and corporate power,
even more dramatically so under Trump. It is quite an
achievement to serve this actual constituency with ded-
ication while maintaining a hold on the voting base. As
their voting base shrinks, Republican leaders under-
stand that the GOP is becoming a minority party,
which is why they are so dedicated to finding modes of
voter suppression and packing the courts with reaction-
aries who will support their efforts.

It should also be noted that popular opinion differs
from the party leadership on many central issues. But
as already mentioned, since the majority of the popula-
tion is disenfranchised, it doesn’t matter much. To take
just one example, for 40 years of polling the population
has strongly favored higher taxes on the rich—as taxes
on the rich decline.

Bernie Sanders was re-elected to the Senate while his
protégé Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez won a smashing
victory over her Republican opponent for New York's
14th District and became, in fact, the youngest woman
elected to Congress. In fact, there are now probably as
many Democratic Socialists in the House as there are
conservative Democrats, so the question is whether
progressives should go on to form a third party or try
to change the Democratic Party from within. What'’s
your take on this matter?

But we should never forget that elec-
toral politics, while not to be dis-
missed, should not be the prime focus
of serious radical political action,
which aims to change the basic institu-
tions that undergird the political sys-
tem, to dismantle hegemonic ideolo-
gies, and to help develop the kind of
mass consciousness that must be the
basis for badly—even desper-
ately—needed social and political
change

Chomsky: In the 18th century, with all of its extreme
flaws, the U.S. constitutional system was a major step
forward in democratic participation as compared with
Europe. Even the concept “we the people,” though
grossly misleading, was a conceptual breakthrough.
Over the years, however, by comparative standards the
system increasingly ranks as quite regressive. It is
doubtful, for example, that Europe would admit a
country with the U.S. system as a new member. In par-
ticular, the system is radically rigged against any chal-
lenge to the governing duopoly. To develop a basis for
a third party would require a serious and sustained ef-
fort in popular mobilization—not impossible, but not
now on the horizon. There do seem to be possibilities
to shift the character of the Democratic Party, at least
back to its modern New Deal origins, and beyond (it al-
ready is considerably beyond in some respects as a re-
sult of the civilizing effect of the activism of the 1960s
and its aftermath).

There are possibilities for development of independ-
ent parties, beginning at the local level, adopting fusion
policies for more general elections, perhaps gaining
enough traction to take part more actively in the politi-
cal system. But we should never forget that electoral
politics, while not to be dismissed, should not be the
prime focus of serious radical political action, which
aims to change the basic institutions that undergird the
political system, to dismantle hegemonic ideologies,
and to help develop the kind of mass consciousness
that must be the basis for badly—even desper-
ately—needed social and political change. y4

The publication of origin for this article is Truthout.

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 24



FEATURE

By Lightspring/Shutterstock.com

Global Oil Price Deflation 2018 & Beyond
By Jack Rasmus

crash and its aftermath (i.c. chronic slow re-

covery in U.S. and double and triple dip re-
cessions in Europe and Japan) was a significant defla-
tion in prices of global oil. After attaining a price of
well over $100 a barrel in 2007-2008, crude oil prices
plummeted, hitting a low of only $27 a barrel in Jan-
uary 2016. They slowly but steadily rose again in
2016-2017 and peaked at about $80 a barrel this past
summer 2018. Now the retreat has started once again,
falling to a low of $55 in October and remaining
around $56 today, likely to fall further in 2019 now
that Japan and Europe appear to be entering yet an-
other recession and U.S. growth almost certainly

One of the key characteristics of the 2008-2009

slowing significantly in 2019. With the potential for a
U.S. recession rising in late 2019, oil price deflation
may continue into the near future. What will this
mean for the global and U.S. economies?

The critical question is what is the relationship be-
tween global oil price deflation, financial instability and
crises, and recession?—something mainstream econo-
mists don’t understand very well. Is the current rapid
retreat of oil prices since August 2018 an indicator of
more fundamental forces underway in the global and
U.S. economy? Will oil price deflation exacerbate, or
even accelerate, the drift toward recession globally now
underway? What about financial asset markets stability
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in general? What can be learned from the 2008 through
2015 experience?

In my 2016 book, Systemic Fragility in the Global
Economy and its chapter on deflation’s role in crises, I
explained that oil is not just a commodity but, since the
1990s, has functioned as an important financial asset
whose price affects other forms of financial assets
(stocks, bonds, derivatives, currencies, etc.). Financial
asset price volatility in general (bubbles and deflation)
have a greater impact on the real economy than main-
stream economists, who generally don’t understand fi-
nancial markets and cycles, think. Hence they don’t
understand how financial cycles interact with real busi-
ness cycles. This applies as well to their understanding
of oil prices as financial asset prices, not just commod-

ity prices.

OIL PRICE DEFLATION REVISITED 2018

il is a commodity whose price is determined by

the interaction of supply and demand, but it is
also a financial asset the price of which is determined
by global finance capitalists’ speculation in oil futures
markets and the competition between various forms of
financial assets globally, for the new global finance cap-
ital elite (also addressed in the book) look at the returns
on investment (e.g. profits) from financial asset invest-
ing globally—choosing between oil futures, stocks,
bonds, derivatives, currencies, real estate on a world-
widebasis.

The price of crude oil futures drives the price of
crude oil in the short- and medium-term, as a commod-
ity as speculators bet on oil supply and demand, and
the relative price of other types of financial assets in
part also determine the demand of oil speculators for
oil futures.

What this means is that simply applying supply and
demand analysis to determine the direction of crude oil
prices globally is not sufficient. Neither supply nor de-
mand has changed since August 2018 by 30 percent to
explain the 30 percent drop in crude oil to its current
mid-$50s range; nor will it explain where oil prices
will go in 2019. Nevertheless, that’s what we hear from
economists today trying to explain the recent drop or
predict the trajectory of global oil price deflation in
2019.

WHAT MAINSTREAM ECONOMISTS DONT
UNDERSTAND

ainstream economists are indoctrinated in the idea
Mthat only supply and demand determine prices. It
harkens back to the influence of classical economics of
the 18th century and Adam Smith. Supply and demand
are the appearance of price determination. What matters
are the forces behind, beneath and below that cause the
changes in supply and demand. Those forces are the
real determinants. But mainstream economists typically
deal at the surface of appearances, which is why their
forecasts of economic directions in the medium- and
longer-termare so pootr.

Looking at recent explanations and analyses by
mainstream economists, and their echo in the business
media, we get the following view:

First, it is clear that there are three major sources of
oil supply globally today: U.S. production driven by
technology and the shale fracking revolution. Second,
Russian production. Third, OPEC, within which is
Saudi Arabia and its allies, UAE, Kuwait, etc. Each
produce about 10-11 million barrels per day (bpd).

Since this summer, U.S. fracking has resulted in
roughly an additional 670,000 barrels a day by October
compared to last July 2018. Both Saudi and Russian
production has added roughly 700,000 more each, re-
spectively. Offsetting the supply increase, in part, has
been a reduction in output by Venezuela and
Iran—both driven by U.S. sanctions and, in the case of
Venezuela, U.S. longer-term efforts to prevent the up-
grading and maintenance of Venezuelan production.

The more than 2 million bpd increase in global
crude oil supply by the global oil troika of U.S.-Rus-
sia-Saudi has, on the surface, appeared as a collapse in
global oil prices from $80 to $55, or about 30 percent
in just a few months. Projections are that supply in-
creases will drive global oil prices still lower in 2019:
U.S. forecasts for 2019 are for an average of 12.06 mil-
lion bpd; for Russia an average of 11.4 million bpd;
and for Saudi an average of 10.6 million bpd (sources:
EIA and OPEC secretariat).

DEMAND & SUPPLY AS MERE APPEARANCE

o the appearance is that supply will drive global oil
Sprices still lower in 2019. But what about demand?
Will the forces behind it drive oil price deflation even
further? And what about other financial asset markets’
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price deflation? Will declines in stock, bond, deriva-
tives, and currencies prices result in financial capitalist
investors increasing their demand for oil futures as they
shift investing from the collapse of values in those fi-
nancial markets to 0il? Or will it reduce their investing
in oil futures as other financial asset markets prices de-
flate, as a psychological contagion effect spreads across
financial asset markets in general, oil futures included?

While mainstreamers focus on and argue that pure
supply considerations will predict the price of oil, my
analysis insists that a deeper consideration of forces are
necessary. What’s driving, and will continue to drive,
oil prices are politics, other financial markets’ price de-
flation, and demand that will be driven by renewed re-
cessions in the major advanced economies (Europe, Ja-
pan, then U.S., and continued GDP slowdown in
China).

As global economic growth slows, now clearly un-
derway, more than half of the world’s oil producers
will increase oil production. Russia, Venezuela, Iraq,
smaller African and Asia producers, are dependent on
oil sales to finance much of their government budgets.
As real growth slows, and recessions appear or worsen,
deficits will rise further requiring more government
revenues from oil sales. What these countries can’t
generate in revenues from prices they will attempt to
generate from more sales volume. Even Saudi Arabia
has entered this group, as it seeks to generate more rev-
enue to finance the development of its non en-
ergy-based economy plans.

So Russia and much of OPEC—for political rea-
sons—will increase supply because of slowing econo-
mies—i.e. because of Demand originally and supply
only secondarily. As the global economy continues to
slow demand forces trump those of supply. But the two
are clearly mutually determined. It’s just that demand
has now become more determining and will remain so
into 2019.

DEBT AS A DRIVER OF GLOBAL OIL DEFLA-
TION

ut what’s ultimately behind the demand forces at

work? In the U.S,, it’s technology, the fracking
revolution, driving down the cost of oil production and
thus its price. It’s also corporate debt, often of the junk
quality, that has financed the investment behind the oil
production output rise. Drillers are loaded with junk
bond debt, often short term, that they must pay for, or
soon roll over now at a higher interest rate in 2019 and

beyond. They must produce and sell more oil to pay for
the new technology-driven investment of recent years.
And as the price falls they must produce and sell still
more to generate the revenue to pay the interest and
principal on that debt.

So is it really supply, or is it more fundamentally the
debt and technology that’s driving U.S. shale output,
that in turn is adding to downward global price pres-
sures? Is it supply or is it the way that supply has been
financed by capitalist markets?

Similarly, in the case of Russia and much of OPEC,
is it supply or is it the need of those countries to fi-
nance their government growing debt loads (and bud-
gets in general) by generating more sales revenue from
more oil output, even as the price of oil falls and
thereby threatens that oil revenue stream?

Whether at the corporate or government level, the
acceleration of debt in recent years is behind the forces
driving excess oil production and supply that appears
the cause of the emerging oil price deflation.

POLITICS AS A DRIVER

omestic and global politics is another related force

in some cases. Clearly, Russia is engaged in an in-
crease in its military research and other military-related
government expenditures. Its governing elite is con-
vinced the U.S. is preparing to challenge its political in-
dependence: NATO penetration of the Baltics and Po-
land, the U.S.-encouraged coup in the Ukraine, past
U.S. ventures in Georgia, etc., has led to Russian accel-
eration of its military expenditures. To continue its in-
vestment as the U.S. attempts to impose further sanc-
tions (designed to cut Russia connections with Europe
in particular), and as Russia’s economy slows as it
raises its domestic interest rates in order to protect its
currency, Russia must produce and sell more oil glob-
ally. It thus generates more demand for its oil competi-
tively by lowering its price and demand for Russian oil
increases—but not due to natural economic causes as
the world economy slows. It increases because it shifts
oil demand from other producers to itself.

Saudi politics are also in part behind its planned pro-
duction increase. It has stepped up its military expendi-
tures as well, both for its war in Yemen and its plans
for a future conflict with Iran. The Saudi government
investment in domestic infrastructure also requires it to
generate more oil revenue in the short term. The recent
Russian-Saudi (OPEC) agreement to reduce or hold oil
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The driver of oil prices since July 2018
must be financial speculation in oil fu-
tures

production steady has been a phony agreement, as ac-
tual and planned oil production numbers clearly reveal.

Not least, there’s the question of global financial as-
set markets in decline with falling asset prices and how
that impacts the oil commodity futures financial asset
market. Once again, changes in oil supply and demand
simply do not fluctuate by 30 percent in just a couple
of months. The driver of oil prices since July 2018
must be financial speculation in oil futures.

Here it may be argued that investors are factoring in
the slowing global economy, especially in Europe and
Japan, in coming months. They may be shifting invest-
ment out of oil futures as a speculative price play, and
into U.S. currency and even stocks and bonds. Or into
financial asset markets in China. Or speculating on re-
tumns in select emerging market currencies and stocks
that have stabilized in the short term and may rise in
value, producing a nice speculative gain in the short
run. The new global finance capital elite looks at com-
petitive returns globally, in all financial asset markets. It
moves its money around quickly, from one asset play
to another, enabled by technology, past removal of con-
trols on global money capital flows, easy borrowing,
and ability to move quickly in and out of what is a
complex network of highly liquid financial asset mar-
kets worldwide. As it sees global demand and politics
playing important short-term roles in global oil price
declines, it shifts investment out of oil futures and into
other forms of financial assets elsewhere in the global
economy. Less supply of money capital for investing in
oil futures reduces demand for oil futures, which re-
duces demand for oil and crude oil prices in general.

CONCLUSION

at this foregoing discussion and analysis sug-
gests is the following:

» Looking at oil supply solely or even primarily is to look
at appearances only.

* But supply and demand analyses of oil prices are also
superficial analyses of appearances. They are intermedi-
ate causal factors at best.

»  What matters are real forces that more fundamentally
determine supply and demand.

+ Politics, technology, and debt financing are more funda-
mental forces driving supply and demand in the interme-
diate and longer run.

+ Oil is not just a commodity, since the 1990s especially; it
has become a financial asset whose price is determined
in the short run increasingly by speculative investing
shifts by global finance capital elites.

+ As financial assets, oil prices are determined in the short
run globally by the relative price of other competing fi-
nancial assets and their prices.

 The structure of the global economy in the 21st century
is such that a new global finance capital elite has arisen,
betting on a wide choice of financial assets available in
highly liquid financial asset markets, across which the
elite moves investments quickly and easily due to new
enabling technologies and past deregulation of
cross-country money capital flows.

To summarize, as it appears increasingly that politics
(domestic budgets and revenue needs, U.S. sanctions,
rising military expenditures, trade wars, etc.) and a
slowing global economy are causing downward pres-
sure on oil demand and thus oil prices, this price pres-
sure is exacerbated by a corresponding increase in pro-
duction and supply as a result of rising corporate and
government debt and debt-servicing needs. However,
in the very short run of weekly and monthly price
change, it is global oil speculators betting on further oil
price deflation and shifting asset investment returns
elsewhere that is the primary driver of global oil defla-
tion.

Global oil prices are determined by other financial
asset market price deflation underway in the short term,
and in turn determine in part price deflation in other fi-
nancial asset markets. Global oil prices cannot be un-
derstood apart from understanding what’s happening
with other financial asset markets and prices. Under-
standing and predicting oil prices is thus not simply an
exercise in superficial supply and demand analysis, and
even less so an exercise primarily in forecasting an-
nouncements of production output plans by the big
three troika of U.S.-Russia-Saudi. 4

Jack Rasmus is the author of the forthcoming 2019 book, The
Scourge of Neoliberalism: US Policy from Reagan to Trump,
Clarity Press, and the recently published Central Bankers at the
End of Their Ropes: Monetary Policy and the Coming Depres-
sion, Clarity 2017. He hosts the Alternative Visions radio show
on the Progressive Radio Network. His twitter handle is
@drjackrasmus and his website, kyklosproductions.com.
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“We Are Not Tired”
By Richard Greeman

week, “petering out?” Such was the near-unani-

mous pronouncement of the mainstream media,
when I returned home to Montpellier, France, eager to
participate and to observe first-hand this popular in-
surrection which I had been afraid of missing.

Is the Yellow Vest rebellion, now in its seventh

I needn’t have worried. By 9:00 AM on Saturday
morning (December 22), hundreds of Yellow Vest
demonstrators were gathering for a peaceful march to
the Préfecture (local seat of government) chanting
“We’re not tired” and carrying placards reading “We
are not casseurs (vandals) or pyromaniacs. Peaceful.”
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The mood was bon enfant (“jolly”’) with demonstra-
tors en famille including children and old folks in
wheelchairs. Marching ten abreast, they filled the rue
de la Loge, but when they arrived at the Préfecture, the
police, apparently taunted by some radicals in the
crowd, let loose with teargas, injuring children. Then
all hell broke loose and continued all day, with
marches, countermarches and gas in the air.

This indiscriminate use of gas was typical of the
government’s tactic of preventing mass peaceful dem-
onstrations by provoking violence and spreading fear.
For example, “black bloc” casseurs and rock throwers
have been identified as undercover police by eyewit-
nesses and on videos. This was apparently the case on
Saturday at the Montpellier Préfecture.

Meanwhile, my wife and I were out with the Yellow
Vests at the main roundabout into Montpellier, where
two-thirds of the passing drivers were displaying yel-
low vests, giving the high-sign, or honking their ap-
proval. So much for the Yellow Vests decline in popu-
larity. The sign we were handed shows the word “Re-
public” crossed out and replaced by “Direct Democ-
racy. The Divorce is Consummated.” Then: “Inform
yourselves by Internet. 99% media owned by billion-
aires.” At the same time, we were getting regular
cellphone reports from downtown of tear-gassing con-
tinuing all day, capped by the triumphal arrival of more
than 80 Yellow Vest motorcyclists who took over the
main square as evening fell.

Similar actions, on a larger scale, were taking place
in Paris, where, in a successful ruse, the Yellow Vest
Facebook page convinced the police that they were go-
ing to attack the royal chateau out at Versailles, where
hundreds of CRS riot police were moved. In fact, the
Yellow Vests organized a last-minute, fast-moving
wildcat march that began in Montmartre, snaked
through the capital ahead of the police, and was only
stopped at Macron’s Elysée Palace, heavily invested by
the “forces of order.” At the very same time, the Na-
tional Assembly in Paris was hastily approving a “Yel-
low Vest Law” designed to recognize their protesters’
grievances and embarrass President Macron, a number
of whose party members voted with the majority. A
measure of the President’s popularity.

SMALLER NUMBERS

be sure, the Yellow Vest demonstrations in Paris
and the provinces yesterday and last Saturday (De-

cember 15) were smaller than the previous four Satur-
days. The reasons for this decline are obvious:

1. Massive police violence;

+ 2. The concessions already won from President Macron
(who had vowed never to make any);

3. The shocking December 11 terrorist killings in
Strasbourg;

* 4. The pro-government bias of the media, and,

5. Winter vacation (sacred in France).

So I’'m not sure this decline in numbers means the
movement is “petering out”—as the talking heads in
mainstream media keep proclaiming with undisguised
relief.

In any case, one thing is certain: the French estab-
lishment, non-plussed by an incomprehensible leader-
less movement which refuses to be coopted back into
the system, has reacted crudely with an onslaught of
violence and lies. Although partly successful, these re-
pressive tactics have also backfired in a serious way,
depriving the French political class, already weak and
divided, of its legitimacy and threatening its hegemony.
Let’s take a closer look at this campaign of state repres-
sion and establishment propaganda.

l. Violence

e unprecedented violence unleashed by the
“forces of order” over the previous five Saturday
gatherings, invisible in the mainstream media, has been
taking its toll on activists, as videos of police brutality
and hideous injuries circulate on YouTube, on alterna-
tive new sites like Médiapart, and through the Yellow
Vest Facebook pages.

These new tactics, officially named PROJECT
FEAR, were explicitly designed to intimidate. So are
the harsh sentences imposed on Yellow Vest demon-
strators arrested as casseurs (vandals) for as little as
possessing bike helmets, gas masks, and ski goggles
considered “evidence” of “conspiracy” and “intention
to attack the forces of order.”” These items are now so
common, that the local Bricorama (Home Depot) stra-
tegically displays ski goggles right next to yellow
emergency vests, yet such demonstrators are routinely
herded straight from the street into Room 24, a 24-hour
emergency courtroom where they are sent to jail after
summary trials.
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From  the
very beginning
of the move-
ment on No-
vember 27, Yel-
low Vests have
been systemati-
cally repressed
by the govern-
ment through
massive use of
teargas, flash
bombs, pepper
spray, water
canons and po-
lice truncheons.
In a report, Hu-
man Rights
Watch said that
France’s
“crowd-control
methods maim
people,” point-
ing to cases
where protesters
were wounded
by rubber pro-

jectiles and
teargas gre-
nades. At the

same time, the
mainstream me-
dia systemati-
cally played up
vandalism
against property (windows broken, cars burned) during
demonstrations—while failing to expose indiscriminate
police brutality and the many serious injuries including
the murder of an 80-year-old Arab woman hit in the
head with a flashball while attempting to shutter her
balcony windows. (There are some gruesome videos
which you may not want to look at showing what hap-
pens when police are licensed to deliberately aim their
flashball and gas grenades at people’s faces.)

Given the demographics of the more-than-3,000
people arrested thus far, few fit the stereotype of
young, black-clad casseurs and fascists, whom the gov-
emment and media blame for the violence. Many of

The author (middle) at a Yellow Vest protest

them,  provincials,
had in fact come out
to protest (and gone
to Paris) for the first
time in their lives.
The Yellow Vests I
have seen here in
Montpellier appeared
mostly middle-aged.
They, and their Pari-
sian  counterparts,
don’t look a bit like
the typical black bloc
“anarchists” who are
visible on countless
videos and who
somehow never seem
to get arrested—al-
though some have
been filmed climbing
aboard police vehi-
cles.

This contradiction
might be one expla-
nation for why, de-
spite all attempts to
castigate them as
“perpetrators of unac-
ceptable violence,”
the government’s and
media’s ongoing rhet-
oric about security
has been quite inef-
fective. Indeed, it has
mainly succeeded in
de-legitimizing their authors. The contrast between of-
ficial reports and those of eyewitnesses and videos on
Facebook is too glaring. The narrative is always about
demonstrators violently “attacking police,” however
not a single injured police officer has been seen on TV.

Having seen French CRS riot squad Robocops from
close up, it seems to me demonstrators fighting with
them (like we did with their ill-equipped predecessor in
1968) would be like ragged peasants with clubs going
up against knights in full armor.

Macron’s militarized state over-reaction to a mass
political demonstration breaks with a long tradition of
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tolerance for muscled demonstrations by rowdy angry
farmers and militant labor unions. A tolerance Macron,
in speeches, has blamed for the failure of previous gov-
ernments to pass needed pro-business counter-reforms.

2. LIES: THE MONARCH ADDRESSES HIS PEO-
PLE

n Monday evening December 10, after a month
Oof silence in the face of massive rejection of his
neo-liberal policies and arrogant, condescending per-
sonality, Macron finally went on TV with a lame
pre-recorded speech combining threats and conces-
sions. The “Jupiterian” President began by blaming all
the violence on the protesters (“we have all seen them
attacking the police”) and threatening them with severe
punishment (“no indulgence”) if they persist. For the
Yellow Vests, this was throwing gasoline on the fire, as
everyone who had participated in the protests or had
seen the horrendous videos of the systematic police
mayhem deliberately unleashed by Macron knew he
was lying,

“The President of the rich” then went on to admit
that the protesters may have had a legitimate point.
“We” (the royal “we”?) “may have forgotten the single
mother struggling to make ends meet” and the other lit-
tle people. Macron then condescended to propose “a
national conversation, which I will coordinate,” includ-
ing even local mayors, about the social/economic crisis.
He also made few economic concessions.

These included rescinding his new taxes on social
security retirement for some retirees with very low in-
comes, elimination of taxes on paid overtime, a call on
businesses to voluntarily give a year-end bonus to their
employees, and a year-end 100€ ($115) raise in the
minimum wage.

On closer examination by the Yellow Vests, this
“raise” turned out to be “smoke and mirrors.” First, it
applied to only some low-wage workers. Second, it
was not really a raise in the hourly wage, but in fact a
government bonus to encourage “active” workers,
which did not include benefits and was to be paid for
out of the workers’ taxes, essential moving money
from one pocket to another. “Don’t give us words, give
us figures” one Yellow Vest told me, infuriated at being
taken for a fool.

In his address, the monarchical President pointedly
refused to pronounce the words “Yellow Vests” and

“ecology” or to re-establish the Tax on Great Fortunes
to pay for these concessions. Macron’s offer of crumbs
from the table of the rich was immediately rejected as
“too little, too late” by the Yellow Vests, who continued
calling for Macron’s resignation and a bottom-up reor-
ganization of French democracy.

3. THE STRASBOURG KILLINGS

oncerning Macron’s speech to the nation, Susan
CRam suggests that, “two elements merit particular
concern. Firstly, his inclusion of the phrase ‘laicité
bousculée’ (‘secularism buffeted or overturned’) in his
analysis of the ills of current French society. Secondly,
his reference to the ‘profound identity’ of the nation and
the need, in this context, to ‘tackle’ the question of im-
migration. Both comments seem suggestive of an effort
to inject racist and xenophobic themes into the Yellow
Vest movement, the better to divide it while simulta-
neously making it appear that the state is listening to
right-wing grievances. Indeed, from the beginning the
Yellow Vests, given their origins in la France Profonde
(middle France) have been smeared by the media (and
rejected by much of the Left) as right-wing and racist,
despite videos showing them forcefully ejecting mem-
bers of Le Pen’s National Front from their march.”
Events in Strasbourg just a day after Macron’s
speech opened up further opportunities for divisive
propaganda. As Ram continues: “The killing of four
people, and injuring of a dozen or so others, by a lone
radicalized Islamist gunman at the city’s popular
Christmas market predictably became grist to state ef-
forts to undermine and divide the Yellow Vest uprising.
A sequence of senior government ministers and re-
gional officials called on protestors to call a halt, opti-
mistically invoking the ‘exhaustion’ of the security
forces as an argument likely to melt the hearts of Yel-
low Vests subjected to baton charges, tear gas, rubber
bullets and more. The education minister, Jean-Michel
Blanquer, expressed his horror at ‘vile’ social media
posts suggesting the government had exaggerated (or
worse) the Strasbourg attack in order to deflect atten-
tion away from the protest movement. On cue, the
mainstream media plunged into a smear-the-protestors
feeding frenzy.”
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4. THE WINTER HOLIDAY'S

orkaholic U.S. readers may have difficulty taking

in the seriousness of holidays in this country,
which mandates five full weeks of vacation per year,
where family ties remain strong enough so that children
are routinely sent to their grandparents for the Winter
holiday, where train reservations are all booked up
months in advance and where no place is farther than
four hours from Paris.

The first paid vacations were won by the French
workers at the end of the 1936 national wave of sit-in
strikes, and newsreels of the departures that August of
Parisian worker families who had never seen the sea
are part of the national narrative. Impending summer
vacations were also partly responsible for the eventual
collapse of the inspiring May-June 1968 stu-
dent-worker rebellion. The French police have taken
advantage of this factor to forcibly remove the make-
shift shelters and barbecues that had been a convivial
feature of the Yellow Vest presence at roundabouts and
toll-booths. Yet there were still a few Yellow Vests at
the main roundabout here in Montpellier on Christmas

eve, and a downtown rally announced on Saturday,
December 29, came off peacefully, although there was
gas elsewhere. Meanwhile, Yellow Vests descended
onto the tracks at the Montpellier railroad station and
blocked trains.

WHY FRANCE'S "SILENT MAJORITY" IS MAD
AS HELL

ike all the spontaneous mass uprisings that dot

French history going back to feudal times, the Yel-
low Vest revolt was initially provoked by unfair taxes.
Spurning all established political parties, and unions, the
Yellow Vests got organized on social media and acted
locally. The broadcast media, although highly critical,
spread the news nationally, and the movement spread
across France, blocking intersections, filtering motor-
ists, allowing free passage at highway tollbooths, and
gathering to demonstrate, more and more numerous and
militant, on successive Saturdays.

Why Saturdays? “I can’t go on strike,” explains one
woman. “I'm raising three kids alone. My job, that’s all
I have left. Coming on Saturdays is the only way for
me to show my anger.” Women are present in unusu-
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ally large numbers in these crowds, and they are angry
about a lot more than the tax on diesel. Like Trump,
Macron has showered corporations and millionaires
with huge tax cuts, creating a hole in the budget which
he has compensated by cuts in public services (hospi-
tals, schools, transit, police) and by tax increases for or-
dinary people (up to 40 percent of their income), large
numbers of whom are struggling hard to make ends
meet and going into debt.

This anger has been building since last Spring, the
50th anniversary of the 1968 worker-student uprising,
but was frustrated when Macron won the stand-off
with labor over his neo-liberal, pro-business counter-re-
forms. This labor defeat was facilitated by the leader-
ship of the CGT and other unions, who played the
same negative role in the 1968 sell-out to de Gaulle.
Although workers have been active in the Yellow Vest
movement, which fights for traditional labor goals like
higher minimum wage, public services, etc., the French
labor leaders have shunned them as petty-bourgeois
potential fascists. These union bureaucrats see the Yel-
low Vests, accurately, as competitors and a threat to
their own hegemonic status as official representatives
of the workers, especially after Macron’s “conces-
sions.”

On December 6, in direct response to an appeal for
calm from Macron, the leaders of the CGT and all the
other labor federations except for Solidarité signed a
Déclaration of solidarity—not with the injured and ar-
rested demonstrators, but with the Macron government
as the representative of the peaceful republican order.
In return for what many have described as a “betrayal,”
these professional negotiators accepted Macron’s invi-
tation to “resume the social dialogue”—that is to sit at
the table with him and negotiate more “give backs” of
workers’ rights. The next day, contradicting them-
selves, the CGT’s Martinez and the other union leaders
called for a national labor demonstration on Friday, De-
cember 14 covering the same basic economic demands
as the Yellow Vests but not on the same day, Saturday,
December 15.

Needless to say, only a few stalwarts came out for
Martinez’ much touted demonstration. Yet clearly, only
with the active participation of France’s organized
workers can this broad popular movement suc-
ceed—for example through a general strike—in bring-
ing the capitalist class to its knees and founding a new
social order.

WHAT NEXT?

o apparently the Yellow Vest movement is not ex-
Sactly “petering out.” After six weeks of daily road-
blocks and disruptions in every comer of France, and
after six (now seven) successive mass demonstrations
of hundreds of thousands in Paris and the provinces, vi-
olently repressed, this spontaneous, self-organized re-
bellion, coordinated via social media, is still seriously
challenging the political and economic order in France.

Not only has this rebellion persisted despite unprec-
edented police brutality, media misrepresentation, and
rejection by labor union officials, it has retained its
grass-roots popularity and deepened its goals—from an
initial rejection of a tax increase on diesel fuel to ex-
plicit rejection of the established political/economic
system and to near-unanimous call for the resignation
of Macron and the creation of a new kind of democ-
racy via referendum or constitutional convention.

Moreover, the French students have joined the up-
rising, protesting Macron’s introduction of anti-demo-
cratic selection in college admissions, with 170 high
schools disrupted in answer to the “Black Tuesday” ap-
peal by their union. There has also been a revival of
strikes and protests among civil servants, nurses and
educators, all inspired by the Yellow Vests’ success in
wringing concessions from Macron, whose onslaught
of pro-business, neo-liberal counter-reforms organized
labor, hamstrung by its collaborationist leaders, failed
to stop last Spring. The apparent rift with the ecological
movement has been breached as demonstrations from
the two movements combined in action under the slo-
gan “End of the Month/End of the World: Same
Cause/Same Enemy.” Likewise, marchers from the
feminist “End Violence Against Women” have been
honored and welcomed by the Yellow Vests.

Meanwhile, the epidemic of Yellow Vest-inspired
revolts has spread to Belgium, Great Britain, Portugal,
Holland, Hungary, Irag, Lebanon, Egypt and beyond,
recalling the Internet-propagated contagion of the 2011
Arab Spring and “Occupy” movements and even pro-
voking the Egyptian military government to ban the
sale of yellow emergency vests. But the numbers are
smaller.

Clearly, to achieve ultimate success this spontane-
ous, self-organized, uprising of the 99% against the 1%
will have to unite internationally as well as to continue
to deepen itself, to grow and to mutate—like similar
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Riot Police used a water canon and tearv gas against demonstvators, photo by Alexandros Michailidis/Shutterstock.com

popular movements in the history of France from the
Jacqueries of the Middle Age through the Sans-culottes
of 1789, the social-republicans of 1848, the
Communards of 1871. Armed with social media on
which to coordinate mass actions and to debate goals
and methods from the local to the national and interna-
tional levels, there is no technical reason why this
self-organized insurrection cannot surpass the uncoor-
dinated movements of 2011 and take root everywhere.
So far, as far as France is concerned, the missing politi-
cal elements are the full participation of the industrial
working class and of the North African and African
immigrant population, which have not yet showed up
en masse. Only the future will tell how far this move-
ment will go, but already its achievements are impres-
sive and permanent:

> 1. The Yellow Vests have succeeded in unmasking
and discrediting Macron, the neo-liberal
wunderkind who was supposed to Thatcherize
France and is now so hated that the remaining years
of his mandate are in question.

> 2. The Yellow Vests have also unmasked and dis-
credited the mass media, particularly television net-

works, which had supposedly hypnotized the igno-
rant masses who now see them as corrupt, overpaid
propagandists for the billionaire class.

> 3. The Yellow Vests have also succeeded—wonder
of wonders—in unmasking and discrediting the he-
gemonic myth of representative “democracy” with
its unrepresentative “political class” of professional
politicians of right left and center. These genies can
never again be put back in the bottle.

Amazing achievements for a movement that is only
seven weeks old and still growing. The hegemony of
the French ruling classes is hanging by slender threads
of increasingly counter-productive violence and lies.
The French popular masses, already famous for their
anger and cynicism, are furious at being taken for fools
by their betters and joyful at feeling their own strength
and solidarity. No one knows where all thiswillend.  Z

Richard Greeman was an activist in Paris in the late 1950s and a
member of the legendary revolutionary group, Socialisme ou
Barbarie, with Castoriadis and Lyotard. He is based in
Montpellier, and is best known for his translations of the
Franco-Russian novelist and revolutionary, Victor Serge.

Z MAGAZINE PAGE 35



FEATURE

WE NEZB THE

“GREEN
NEw

- B- " I
{

Hundreds of youny people occupy Representative offices to pressuve the new Congress to support a committee for a Green New Deal, photo by
Rachael Warriner/Shutterstock.com

Climate Jobs for Al

Building Block for the Green New Deal
By Jeremy Brecher

Representative Nancy Pelosi’s office demanding a
Green New Deal to put millions of people to work
making a climate-safe economy, when suddenly
newly elected Congressional representative and over-

It was an iconic moment: young people occupy

night media star Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez joins them
with a resolution in hand to establish a Select Com-
mittee for a Green New Deal. But those who actually
read her resolution closely may have been puz-
zled—or stunned—by its call for “a jobs guarantee
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program to assure a living wage job to every person
who wants one.” What is a “jobs guarantee program”
and what does it have to do with protecting the cli-
mate?

The federal jobs guarantee (JG) is a concept also
known as “jobs for all” and the federal government as
“employer of last resort.” It envisions a federal pro-
gram somewhat like the New Deal’s Works Progress
Administration (WPA) that would provide funds for
non-profit organizations, local governments, and other
agencies serving the public to employ anyone who
wants a job at a wage roughly comparable to the de-
mands of the Fight for $15 campaign. According to
columnist Jonathan Chait, the jobs guarantee plan “has
materialized almost out of nowhere and ascended
nearly to the status of Democratic Party doctrine.”

The advocates of JG generally include climate pro-
tection as one of many types of work beneficial to the
public that might be included in a jobs guarantee pro-
gram. However, they generally have not said how such
a program might specifically address the climate emer-
gency.

This May, Varshini Prakash and Sarah Meyerhoff,
two leaders of the youth climate movement Sunrise,
wrote an article titled, “It’s Time for the Climate Move-
ment to Embrace a Federal Jobs Guarantee.” They
called for a policy through which “the government di-
rectly employs anyone who wants a job but doesn’t
have one.” They argued that a jobs guarantee program
with a strong focus on stopping and preparing for cli-
mate change might “quickly marshal public support
and resources behind climate action.”

Sunrise is a youth climate movement that aims to
“stop climate change and create millions of good jobs
in the process.” It has been taking the lead on efforts to
combine climate protection with a federal jobs guaran-
tee. Other groups like the Sierra Club, Demos, 350.0rg,
the Center for Popular Democracy, the Labor Network
for Sustainability, and the US Climate Action Network
have also been discussing the climate jobs guarantee
(CJG).

The CJG appears to have popular support. Polling
firm Civis Analytics says a jobs guarantee is one of the
most popular issues they’ve ever polled: 52 percent in
support and 29 percent opposed. Polling by Sunrise in-
dicates that support for a jobs guarantee focused on cli-
mate protection is even more popular. Prakash and
Meyerhoff say a climate jobs guarantee could be the

climate movement’s “Medicare-for-All” policy—"“a
universal program big enough to address the massive
and complicated crisis of climate change, but still tan-
gible and popular among the vast majority of Ameri-
cans.”

The climate jobs guarantee has also been finding po-
litical support. Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT) is devel-
oping a jobs guarantee proposal; many Democratic
candidates and presidential hopefuls have supported the
idea. It was projected into the 2018 campaign and is
likely to play an even greater role in 2020. Evan Weber
of Sunrise says the group’s top goal for the next two
years is to “Push JG to the top of the political agenda.”

Sunrise’s “Climate Jobs Guarantee Policy Primer”
concludes that by “making a Jobs Guarantee a headline
demand for the climate movement” we can “end the
‘jobs vs. environment’ fallacy forever”; rally “unprece-
dented public support behind climate action”; and “en-
sure that JG proposals include jobs for a just and rapid
transition to a zero-carbon, climate-resilient economy.”

THE JOBS GUARANTEE

e discussion of a jobs guarantee has been largely
based on an April 2018 working paper by Pavlina

R. Tchemeva of the Levy Economics Institute of Bard
College called “The Job Guarantee: Design, Jobs, and
Implementation” and the report, “The Federal Job
Guarantee — A Policy to Achieve Permanent Full Em-
ployment” by Mark Paul, William Darity, Jr., and
Darrick Hamilton commissioned by the Center on Bud-
getand Policy Priorities.

A federal jobs guarantee will provide jobs for all
who want them in their own communities performing
socially useful work. It will be established by federal
legislation, funded by the federal government, and run
under the jurisdiction of the Department of Labor. It
will be primarily administered by local and municipal
governments, nonprofits, social enterprises, and coop-
eratives. In some ways it resembles the New Deal’s
Works Progress Administration (WPA), but in contrast
it is a permanent program, though its size can be ex-
pected to vary depending on economic conditions and
social needs.

The JG will not exclude any individual or group of
people who want to work. It will make whatever spe-
cial provisions are necessary to employ veterans, at-risk
youth, ex-convicts, people with disabilities, and other
people with special needs and/or barriers to employ-
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ment. Like the WPA, it will fit jobs to people, provid-
ing employment that is appropriate to their education,
skill, and experience. It will provide part-time and flex-
ible work arrangements for those who need them.

The jobs provided by this program will pay an esti-
mated $15 per hour plus benefits, including health in-
surance. “Because it guarantees that every person who
wishes to work can find a public-option job with a liv-
ing wage-benefit package,” the JG “establishes the la-
bor standard that must be met by all employers in the
private, public, or nonprofit sectors,” ensuring that “no
working person would live in poverty.” It will provide
education, training, and apprenticeship opportunities.

The JG will establish “community jobs banks”
which find and list available and potential jobs in the
communities where they are needed. It will create the
greatest number of jobs in communities with the great-
est number of people needing work, and will target
those groups that have been deprived of fair access to
good jobs. The JG will assess community needs and
resources to “match unfilled community needs with
unemployed or underemployed people who could
work to meet them.” It will include programs to protect
and improve the environment.

The JG is a new program that does not replace ex-
isting programs. People will have a choice between re-
ceiving unemployment insurance, welfare benefits, or
working under the JG program. JG is an employment
program, not a workfare program that requires people
to work in order to receive other benefits to which they
are entitled like Medicaid, SNAP, or Head Start. It does
not displace existing public or private sector work.

The estimated direct cost of providing jobs for all is
1.3 percent to 2.4 percent of GDP. This is about half of
what we now spend on Social Security and half of
what we spend on Medicare and Medicaid. The JG
will greatly reduce unemployment, welfare, and other
benefit programs, so its net cost will be somewhere be-
tween 0.8 percent and 2 percent of GPD. That’s not
counting additional savings from reduced unemploy-
ment, substance abuse, health-related costs for unin-
sured individuals, and suicide.

Tcherneva points out that this program is an invest-
ment in the public good. It “separates the offer of em-
ployment” from “the profitability of employment.”
Projects are “created to serve community needs,” rather
than “prioritizing whether the projects are deemed
‘profitable’ in the narrow sense.”

WHY A CLIMATE JOBS GUARANTEE?

climate jobs guarantee proposes a jobs guarantee
rogram that is geared to the transition to a cli-

mate-safe, fossil-free economy. It will accomplish four
principal objectives:

1. Justice. The JG provides a powerful weapon
against poverty, inequality, and injustice. It will elimi-
nate poverty among nearly all who want to work by
providing a living wage and benefits to everyone who
will take a job. Because the program is open to all, it
ensures that those who have been most excluded from
remunerative employment for whatever reason are
guaranteed a job with benefits at an above-poverty
level. It therefore has the greatest beneficial impact on
the most marginalized and discriminated-against peo-
ple. By lifting up those who have been at the bottom
economically it directly reduces inequality. The pro-
gram is designed to further realize these objectives
through recruitment, training, and job design focused
on those who have been excluded from good jobs.

The JG, unlike many social policies that aim to
“raise the bottom,” will directly benefit the millions of
people who are currently outside the workforce. These
people do not show up in unemployment statistics;
they only show up in the shrinking proportion of
Americans who are in the labor force. These people
have little reason to hope they can make a living
through a job. The jobs guarantee will provide them
both the opportunity and the incentive to join the
workforce.

The JG will also provide jobs with benefits for the
millions who are unemployed or involuntarily working
only part time. This will benefit not only those who
have been laid off from steady jobs, but the larger
number of workers for whom intermittent involuntary
unemployment is the norm.

The JG will drive up the wage floor in the rest of the
economy since workers who are paid less than $15 an
hour plus benefits can shift to the JG program. That
enormously increases their bargaining power and
means that employers must pay a comparable
wage-benefit package to retain their workforce. The JG
is therefore an effective means to achieve the objectives
of the Fight for $15.

The JG will help increase all workers” power by
strengthening their ability to organize and bargain col-
lectively. It should be designed to create a sector of the
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economy that guarantees worker protections and stan-
dards, including workers’ right to organize, bargain col-
lectively through representatives of their own choosing,
engage in concerted action, and retain their Constitu-
tional rights on the job. It will eliminate the proverbial
“long line of job seekers outside the employer’s door”
that undermines the power of workers to effectively
bargain with employers.

2. Climate protection and other public purposes.
The climate jobs guarantee, by drawing millions of
people into the workforce, will provide the labor power
needed for an emergency mobilization to transition to a
fossil free, climate safe economy, as well as to meet a
wide range of other public purposes. In this it resem-
bles the home front mobilization in World War II
through which the war effort was able to meet its need
for millions of workers. Without such an increase in the
available workforce, the creation of millions of climate
jobs will be stymied through labor shortage leading to
uncontrolled inflation. The CJG will provide work ex-
perience and training that will allow its participants to
move into higher skilled, higher wage jobs in the pri-
vate and public sectors.

In addition to climate protection, workers in the JG
program will also be able to provide for a wide range
of needs that can help reduce injustice and create a
better way of life for all. These range from education to
housing to environmental protection and improvement.
The WPA produced schools, parks, post offices, and
other amenities that we still celebrate today. The JG
can do the same.

3. Countering economic cycles. For many advo-
cates of a jobs guarantee, a primary purpose is to coun-
ter the economic cycles of boom and bust. In times of
recession, the millions of people thrown out of work
not only constitute a monstrous accumulation of injus-
tice and human misery; their loss of income leads to a
decrease in effective demand (aka purchasing power)
that aggravates the downward spiral of the economy.
The JG automatically counteracts this tendency by em-
ploying a high proportion of those who have lost their
jobs, thus maintaining their incomes and the economy’s
effective demand. When the economy expands, many
workers will choose to leave the JG for better jobs,
providing an expanded workforce for the private and
public sectors. JG workers who are needed for climate
protection and other essential activities can then trans-
fer to other sectors.

4. Economic democratization. The JG provides a
way to challenge our society’s growing democracy
deficits. According to Tcherneva, it can encourage “cit-
izen engagement, public decision-making, and local in-
stitution building,” for example through local participa-
tory budgeting and community input about local pro-
jects.

Because the program aspires for citizen input, be-
cause it drastically reduces the threat of unemployment,
because it puts pressure on punitive labor practices in
the private sector, because it establishes a labor stan-
dard for pay and working conditions, and because it fo-
cuses exclusively on investing in the public good, it can
be an institution with profound democratizing tenden-
cies, and a conduit for transformative change in the
workplace, people’s everyday lives, and the economy
as awhole.

The JG also provides opportunities for workers and
communities to experiment with alternative, more
democratic forms of enterprise, such as coops and pub-
lic utilities. The JG should encourage such experiments
and ensure a level playing field for them.

MESHING THE JOBS GUARANTEE WITH CLI-
MATE JOBS

e jobs guarantee, like the WPA, is based on hiring
T;eople without regard to their existing skills and
then matching people with available jobs. The jobs cre-
ated by climate policy will not automatically fit the
workers in the CJG program. Conversely, the jobs pro-
posed by most current JG proposals, while worthy, will
only incidentally include jobs that help protect the cli-
mate. How can a climate jobs guarantee contribute to a
Green New Deal—a massive, rapid transition to cli-
mate safety that at the same time provides a massive,
rapid reduction of poverty and economic
marginalization?

This problem arises in part because the workforce
has effectively been divided into a low-wage, low-job
quality sector in which people of color, women, youth,
and other disfavored groups have been concentrated,
and a higher-wage, more secure sector which dispro-
portionately includes white men. Those in the higher
sector have a far greater opportunity to acquire skills,
apprenticeship, union membership, connections, educa-
tion, and opportunities to move upward. Those in the
lower sector are disproportionately excluded from all
these.
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Many of the millions of jobs required
to protect the climate will be infrastruc-
ture jobs that generally require skills ac-
quired through apprenticeship, educa-
tion, advanced training, and opportunity
to work in favored jobs and industries.
But as Tcherneva notes, infrastructure
alone is not a particularly effective
means of ensuring full employment,
given that many infrastructure jobs re-
quire higher skill levels and are often
male dominated. A JG program must
create opportunities for those who are
less skilled or for whom intense manual
labor is not suitable.

Fortunately, the transition to a climate
safe, fossil free economy will entail mil-
lions of jobs that do not require a high
skill level and are not limited by gender.
The report, “Green New Deal” by Data
for Progress, details a wide array of climate-protecting
jobs that would be appropriate to the JG workforce.
Jobs requiring minimal experience or on-the-job train-
ing include weatherization and energy efficiency im-
provements, waste removal and recycling, tree-plant-
ing, and wetland restoration. Jobs requiring some expe-
rience, education, or certification include energy audit-
ing, building electrification, solar, wind, and geother-
mal installation, and mass transit electrification.

Five policies are required to make climate jobs pro-
grams mesh with the CJG:

« 1. Priority in climate programs to jobs covered under the
ClG

* 2. Training within the CJG to help workers move from
“minimum experience” to “some experience” jobs. An
example would be training weatherization workers to
perform more sophisticated “deep efficiency” retrofits.
Programs like Oakland’s Green Jobs for All and Emer-
ald Cities can provide considerable experience with such
workforce development.

« 3. Apprenticeship and job training to equip CJG workers
to move into permanent climate jobs in the public and
private sectors. This may require tailoring and greatly
expanding apprenticeship programs with preference for
CJG candidates.

* 4. Preference for hiring CJG workers in publicly funded
climate programs.

Photo by avindambanerjee/Shutterstock.com

* 5. Means to transfer CJG work units to the public and
private sectors. This could include, for example, turning
CJG projects into municipal agencies and/or allowing
them to become subcontractors to the private or govern-
ment sectors.

These policies would build the CJG into the core of
climate protection programs. At the same time they
would shape the CJG to maximize its contribution to
climate protection.

It is hard to envision a CJG being implemented by
legislation alone without a context of popular demand
for change. And without mass popular mobilization it
is difficult to imagine a CJG surviving the probable
onslaught of those who have rolled back other full
employment programs in the past. But it is hard to
envision a better program around which to promote
such a popular mobilization. The climate crisis
confronts us with a critical need that may help lift the
idea of jobs for all from an idle speculation to a realistic
possibility, indeed, a necessity. y4

Jeremy Brecher is the author of 15 books on labor and social
movements including the labor history classic Strike!. He is re-
search and policy director of the Labor Network for
Sustainability. His most recent book, Climate Solidarity: Work-
ers vs. Warming, is available for free download.

For a longer, footnoted version of this piece go to Labor Net-
work for Sustainability, the publication of origin for this article.
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Managing Divector of the LIMF,Christine Lagarde gives a press confevence at the end of Euvogroup finance ministers meeting at
the EU headgquarters in Luxemboury, photo by Alexandros Michwilidis/Shutterstock.com

South Africa Searches for a
Financial Parachute
By Patrick Bond

recent hush-hush visit by International Mone-

tary Fund (IMF) Managing Director Christine

agarde to Pretoria (between stops in Ghana

and Angola) is mysterious. In contrast with the IMF
press briefing claim—*Madame Lagarde will hold
meetings with the authorities, as well as fairly exten-
sive meetings with the private sector, civil society, ac-

ademia, women leaders, and of course the me-
dia”—there’s a complete information void here, with
no public events scheduled.

An open, frank public discussion about the IMF’s
regrettable history and current agenda is sorely
needed, in a context where a few honest politicians
and officials are belatedly struggling to reverse what
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is termed “‘state capture” and return stolen funds to
the taxpayer. Undoing a decade of looting by former
President Jacob Zuma and the Gupta empire (three
immigrant brothers plus hundreds of hangers-on) is
no small task.

Hence it is perhaps with discomfort that Lagarde
will meet one of the main post-Zuma/Gupta leaders,
Finance Minister Tito Mboweni, who twice (in 2013
and 2016) tweeted about Lagarde’s own corruption
trial in France. She was found guilty of “negligence”
for gifting $430 million to a tycoon—Adidas founder
Bernard Tapie—who donated to her Conservative
Party when she was finance minister (in 2017 he was
forced to pay back the French state).

Retribution for corruption is indeed in the Pretoria
air. Two months ago, Mboweni replaced Nhlanhla
Nene, who resigned in disgrace over lying about his
secret Gupta meetings. But is Mboweni himself ar-
ranging a secret bailout deal, as happened in Decem-
ber 1993 when the IMF granted an infamous $850
million loan—a “Faustian Pact” (according to former
Minister of Intelligence Ronnie Kasrils) replete with
Washington Consensus promises—to outgoing presi-
dent FW de Klerk, so as to “instill global financial
confidence” in the incoming Mandela government?

After 5 “junk” denunciations of South Africa by
the 3 most powerful (albeit suspect) credit ratings
agencies over the past 18 months, President Cyril
Ramaphosa has tried hard to restore their trust. How-
ever, with the giant energy parastatal agency Eskom
now trying to dump another $7 billion in debt onto a
severely-stressed national Treasury, does Ramaphosa
need a financial back-stop from the Bretton Woods
Institutions?

Indeed, more to the point, is Eskom’s foreign debt
again creating havoc, as happened in January with a
“pending letter of default from the World Bank” that
“could trigger a recall on Eskom’s $25 billion debt
mountain,” as Carol Paton reported in Business Day?
(Ramaphosa’s urgent meeting with Bank officials in
Davos the next day was apparently temporarily
soothing.)

Lagarde’s opaque visit contrasts with World Bank
President Jim Yong Kim’s high-profile trip earlier,
amidst a blaze of Global Citizen anti-poverty popu-
lism to 90,000 youth at a Soweto stadium: “I'm tell-

ing you, you can't trust anyone over 30 to determine
your future!”

Kim also met Ramaphosa to discuss, he tweeted,
urban planning and sanitation (neither of which
would need U.S.-denominated Bank loans). He also
lectured at the Wits University School of Gover-
nance about human capital investment, at one point
jovially criticizing another ex-lefty, his host, Vice
Chancellor Adam Habib, for being a “student of
Trotsky.”

re loans to South Aftica from the IMF and World

Bank really needed? On the one hand, their leaders
are here in the wake of July’s Brazil-Russia-In-
dia-China-SA Johannesburg summit, which again
raised hopes for the BRICS bloc’s international finan-
cial governance reform agenda.

For example, notwithstanding angry protests by
environmental justice activists at its Africa Regional
Centre office, the BRICS New Development Bank
(NDB) quickly announced loans to three local
parastatal agencies. One of these, Eskom’s $180 mil-
lion, had been “in abeyance” since 2016 due to
then-CEO Brian Molefe’s second thoughts: he op-
posed the loan’s linkage of privatized renewable en-
ergy to Eskom’s grid (instead, Molefe wanted to take
on more nuclear debt, which Mboweni—then an
NDB director—had publicly endorsed in 2015, while
in Russia at that year’s BRICS summit).

The other credits went to Transnet’s Siyabonga
Gama (fired for Gupta-related corruption a few
weeks later) for $200 million to expand the Durban
port-petrochemical complex—a project now frozen
due to brazen procurement fraud involving a notori-
ous Italian firm (unrelated to the Guptas)—and the
Development Bank of Southern Africa for on-lend-
ing $300 million to municipalities (assuming there
are any creditworthy ones left, able to pay suffi-
ciently high interest rates to justify a hard-currency
loan for local infrastructure).

Explained Earthlife Africa protester Makoma
Lekalakala, co-winner of the 2018 Goldman Envi-
ronmental Prize as Africa’s leading activist this year,
“Both Eskom and Transnet are under scrutiny for
corruption and mismanagement. No due diligence
was done on the Transnet loan. If this is how the
[BRICS] bank operates, we have to brace ourselves
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for accelerated environmental degradation for the
pursuit of profit.”

But the Bretton Woods Institutions are no better,
and just over a year ago, Ramaphosa offered a scath-
ing critique of Washington’s bias: “We should not go
to the IMF because once we do we are on a down-
ward path, we will be sacrificing our independence
in terms of governing our country and sacrificing our
sovereignty.” He cited the risk of imposed “cuts in
social spending” what with anticipated IMF orders to
Eskom “to do away with free electricity quotas for
the poor and indigent.”

Ramaphosa repeatedly denies that the Bretton
Woods Institutions will bail out South Africa: “IMF,
no, we’re not looking at the IMF. The New Develop-
ment Bank has a facility that could be made available
to us. And we are exploring that as well. And we
want to do it in a way that does not require a sover-
eign guarantee.” Actually, Ramaphosa probably did-
n’t mean the BRICS NDB, which makes project-spe-
cific loans, but instead its $100 billion Contingent
Reserve Arrangement (CRA), which offers a $3 bil-
lion credit line for South Africa to immediately draw
upon, in the event of a balance-of-payments emer-
gency deficit.

n the other hand, the BRICS look much less co-

herent today than in July, because Brazil’s new
leader, Jair Bolsonaro, could drop out of the bloc and, at
minimum, will more firmly hitch his regime to Donald
Trump’s. Yet in spite of oft-expressed Sinophobia,
Bolsonaro has just grudgingly agreed to continue the
rotation of BRICS heads-of-state summit hosting (al-
though this is likely only to occur in Brasilia next No-
vember). There will be much Trump-style geopolitical,
economic and especially environmental chaos starting
on January 1 when he becomes president, such as pav-
ing over the Amazon.

But compared to November, fewer insiders I talked
to on a visit earlier this month (including former For-
eign Minister Celso Amorim) fear that Bolsonaro will
reduce the bloc to RICS through a “Braxit,” the way he
just did to the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change summit. (His predecessor Michel Temer had
agreed to host it in Brazil late next year, but Chile will
now take over.)

The oft-stated contrast between the agendas of
BRICS and Washington, as articulated by Zuma’s

scribe Gayton Mckenzie, for instance, was in any
case mainly myth. From 2014, Lagarde has enjoyed
the power to co-finance the more desperate of
BRICS borrowers (not just SA, but also Brazil and
Russia suffer junk status), because the CRA’s Arti-
cles of Agreement stipulate that if Pretoria (or any
other borrower) wants the next $7 billion in BRICS
funding within its $10 billion CRA quota range, it
must first get an IMF structural adjustment program.

If Pretoria needs financing to repay increasingly
onerous foreign debt tranches in 2019, could this
fractured society withstand IMF austerity, given
what Business Day already termed 2018’s “savage
fiscal consolidation”? Radically-reduced funding for
basic infrastructure left even a confirmed neoliberal,
Johannesburg Mayor Herman Mashaba, crying foul
on Treasury’s 65 percent budget cut to the city’s
housing program.

At the global scale, the BRICS financial institu-
tions are not up to the massive bailout requirements
necessary if financial meltdowns similar to 1998 and
2008 reappear in coming weeks, for instance due to
Britain’s anticipated “hard crash” from the European
Union on March 29. In even the recent weeks’ rela-
tively mild economic turmoil, South Africa’s cur-
rency was the world’s most volatile (out of the 31
most traded). The Rand continues to zigzag in part
because of then Finance Minister Malusi Gigaba’s
February 2018 relaxation of exchange controls on
$43 billion worth of local institutional investor fund-
ing that can now depart South Africa. (That puts into
context the oft-remarked $7 billion exit threat from
Citibank’s World Government Bond Index once
Moody’s finally drops the junk axe on the domes-
tic-denominated securities rating.)

However, while we continue to pay close to a 9
percent hard-currency interest rate on 10-year state
bonds (even higher than does Venezuela), there will
be willing buyers—until the next world financial
melt ratchets rates even higher. And in spite of
BRICS babble about IMF reform so as to lessen the
load of borrower conditionalities, there have been no
changes in economic philosophy under Lagarde.
Worse, Africa lost substantial voting power in the
last quota restructuring, in 2015, including Nigeria
by 41 percent and South Africa by 21 percent. The
main countries that raised their respective IMF
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shares were China (35 percent), Brazil (23 percent),
India (11 percent) and Russia (8 percent).

AN ALTERNATIVE STRATEGY: REPUDIATION
OF CORRUPT BANKERS

MF reform that leaves most Africans with less voice
Iis better considered deform, Ramaphosa himself
seemed to concede in a speech to the United Nations in
September, complaining that the IMF and other multi-
lateral institutions still “need to be reshaped and en-
hanced so that they may more effectively meet the chal-
lenges of the contemporary world and better serve the
interests of the poor and marginalized.”

Because their interests are not served by either
Washington’s or the NDB’s lending to corrupt
parastatal elites, the “poor and marginalized” need
another strategy. Just as in the days of the Jubilee
2000 debt-repudiation movement, which was led in
South Africa two decades ago by the late poet Den-
nis Brutus and Anglican Archbishop Njongonkulu
Ndungane, it’s overdue we talk about, and indeed au-
dit, South Africa’s foreign debt. Including parastatal
and private borrowers (for whom the state ensures
hard currency is available for repayment), foreign
debt stood at $171 billion as of mid-year (up from
$25 billion in 1994). That figure, the SA Reserve
Bank announced last week, is down nearly 8 percent
from March 2018’s $183 billion, but only as a result
of “non-residents’ net sales of domestic rand-denom-
inated government bonds as well as valuation ef-
fects.”

The main foreign debtors remain Eskom and
Transnet. They have contracted, over the past eight
years, South Africa’s three largest-ever loans:

* in 2010, $3.75 billion from the World Bank, mainly for
the Medupi coal-fired power plant (a deal for which
Eskom chairperson Valli Moosa was criticized by the
public protector for “improper” conflict of interests
since he sat on the ANC Finance Committee, during the
notorious Hitachi corruption of the ruling party);

+ in 2013, $5 billion from the China Development Bank,
mainly for Transnet’s purchase of imported infrastruc-
ture inputs, especially for corrupt port-petrochemical ex-
pansion in Durban and a coal export rail line to Richards
Bay (hundreds of millions of dollars were illicitly di-
rected via China South Rail to the Gupta empire, as well
as loan “success fees” from the Chinese loan); and

+ in 2016, $5 billion again from the China Development
Bank, mainly for Eskom’s other coal-fired mega-genera-

tor, Kusile, initially arranged by Molefe and renewed at
the BRICS Sandton summit last July.

None of these loans can be justified, especially on
ecological grounds—since they all rapidly increase
the climate debt we South Africans owe both future
generations and, more urgently, contemporary Afri-
can victims of worsening droughts and floods. More-
over, with state procurement corruption costing in
the range of 35-40 percent per contract, according to
the lead Treasury official in 2016, there is a strong
case for a full debt audit, followed by the demand
that the World Bank, China Development Bank,
BRICS Bank and other lenders also assume liability.

After all, the Hitachi deal with the ANC’s invest-
ment wing Chancellor House led the U.S. govern-
ment to fine the Japanese firm nearly $20 million in
2015—for Foreign Corrupt Practices Act violations
at Eskom—and hence when Public Enterprises Min-
ister Pravin Gordhan (responsible for borrowing the
$3.75 billion in 2010) last week blamed Hitachi in-
competence for recent load-shedding, that alone
should invoke World Bank debt repudiation.

Jim Kim should not only have addressed this larg-
est—and perhaps worst—loan in his institution’s his-
tory. The Bank’s portfolio also includes the largest
share in the notorious CPS-Netl “financial inclu-
sion” strategy to rip off millions of poor South Afti-
cans, and a $150 million debttequity stake in
Lonmin which until just before the 2012 Marikana
massacre (not long after Kim became president) the
Bank was celebrating as a best-case for corporate so-
cial responsibility.

Add to all this the new threat of Faustian Pact 2.0
from the ethically-challenged Lagarde. The need for
a new Jubilee movement is obvious. All existing
anti-corruption initiatives should be pursued forth-
with, but our ever lower expectations mean that a
genuine “Ramaphoria”—which if serious would in-
clude repudiation of the Gupta and ANC fraudsters’
financial facilitators, such as the World Bank, China
Development Bank and BRICS Bank—is simply a
fantasy. Instead, the meme best describing our cur-
rent state of governance is, indeed, Ramazupta. y4

Patrick Bond is a professor of political economy at the Wits
School of Governance.
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Living it
Large—Life on Ben-
efits

By Bridget Meehan

t’s a fact. People living on bene-
Iﬁts are having the time of their
lives—and at the expense of the
public purse, too. These lazy skivers
are scrounging so much state money
that they don’t need to work. They
lumber around all day every day,
eating takeaways, drinking beer and
watching their flat screen TVs while
their countless kids do nothing but
play on their top-of-the range gam-
ing consoles and smart phones.

The only time they’re put out is
when they have to sign on at the
Jobs and Benefits office, which
they always drive to in their
BMWs—in case you didn’t know
it, the BMW is the car of choice
for people signing on.

Who needs to work when you
can get more on benefits than the
honest-to-goodness strivers who
are out there working hard and
paying their own way? But let’s
break it down. Just how good is
life on benefits?

Well, let’s take a typical skiver,
a single person, over 25, claiming
Jobseekers Allowance and Hous-
ing Benefit. That Jobseeker gets a
handsome sum of £7,602.40 per
year, or £146.20 per week no less.
Of course, about £73.10 goes
straight to the jobseeker’s land-
lord. In reality, our Jobseeker lives
off £73.10 a week minus another
£10 or £20 which goes to the land-
lord because housing benefit does-
n’t foot the full rent. So, what
we’re looking at here is a hefty an-

nual income of between £2,761.20
and £3,281.20. But there are big-
ger rewards to be had from the
benefits system.

What about the skivers who are
making a killing by having kids?
What about a lone parent; over 25;
with a child under 5; and private
renting? Well, every week they get
Income Support of £73.10, Child
Tax Credits of £63.94, Child Ben-
efit of £20.70 and Housing Benefit
of around £89.53. Leaving out the
Housing Benefit, since that goes to
the landlord, they get a weekly
sum of £157.74—although that’s

A society that al-
lows many, many
people to live on
less than £100
per week while a
privileged few
get by on over
£100,000 is
surely a great
place to live

before paying out the £10 or £20
top-up for the rent—that gives a
grand total of £8,202.48 per year.

A person could have a great
time on that amount of money. But
it doesn’t end there. Some people
getevenmore.

Say there’s a family made up of
an unemployed couple; renting;
with five children, two of whom
have severe disabilities and are re-
ceiving high rates of Disability
Living Allowance; and one parent
receiving carer’s allowance. Or it
might be a couple; renting; with
five children; both parents and one
child all with a disability; one

child and one parent both receiv-
ing high rates of Disability Living
Allowance; the other parent re-
ceiving mid-rate of Disability Liv-
ing Allowance. Those lucky fami-
lies could be in receipt of benefits
around £50,000.

Granted, these higher benefits
are paid to cover extra expenses
resulting from their disabilities,
making them necessary to keep
the family out of severe poverty
and allow them to live life with
some dignity. But still, they must
be having a ball on £50,000, right?

Now, let’s return to our average
jobseeker. How does their income
compare against the highest in-
comes, the incomes of say, a top
footballer or the CEO of a bank or
a big corporation? Well, a top
footballer can earn up to £160,000
per week; the CEO of a big corpo-
ration can earn about £150,000 per
week (that’s about 130 times more
than the lowest paid employee);
the CEO of a bank earns a mere
£60,000 per week on average.

Okay, salaries like that are
somewhat more than £73.10 a
week but those big earners are so
talented, so uniquely skilled, so
hard working, so valuable to soci-
ety in the services they offer, that
they surely deserve the income
they get. A society that allows
many, many people to live on less
than £100 per week while a privi-
leged few get by on over £100,000
is surely a great place to live.

It has to be the reason why
people on benefits are living it
large. I just wish I didn’t have a
job and could claim benefits too.
Don’tyou? Z
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