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Introduction

Four Missed Meals Away from Anarchy

I am writing this on a train rattling slowly down the Dyfi valley. It is April
and the oaks are twitching into life. A moment ago I saw a lamb that had just
been born. Afterbirth still trailed from the ewe like scarlet bunting. The Dyfi
is lower than it should be at this time of year; its pale shoulders have been
exposed. On its banks is the debris of the winter storms: sticks and leaves
trapped in the branches of the sallows; trees like the picked skeletons of
whales dumped in the grass. It is hard to believe that the river could have
mustered such force.

It has not taken me long to adjust to my new home. When I travel to
London, I can think only of the rivers and the hills. It is strangely peaceful
here, almost as if the cruelty of nature has been suspended. But so, in its way,
is every landscape I have travelled through. The houses lining the railway
canyon north of Euston look like prisons, but no one riots. In the West
Midlands the demolition of our industry takes place without ceremony or
panic. Machines stack and sift the rubble; property developers park their
Audis and stroll around the remains. There are no mobs; no fires; only the
occasional bomb. The country is slumbering through a deep and unremarked
peace.

By peace, I mean not just an absence of war. I also mean an absence of the
competition for resources encountered in any place or at any time in which
the necessities of life are short. Whenever I read about the fighting in Iraq or
the massacres in Congo and Darfur, or the torture and repression in Burma or
Uzbekistan, or the sheer bloody misery of life in Malawi or Zambia, I am
reminded that our peace is a historical and geographical anomaly.



It results primarily from a surplus of energy. A lasting surplus of useful
energy is almost unknown to ecologists. Trees will crowd out the sky until no
sunlight reaches the forest floor. Bacteria will multiply until they have
consumed their substrate. A flush of prey will be followed by a flush of
predators, which will proliferate until the prey is depleted. But we have so far
been able to keep growing without constraint. By extracting fossil fuels, we
can mine the ecological time of other eras. We use the energy sequestered in
the hush of sedimentation – the infinitesimal rain of plankton on to the ocean
floor, the spongy settlement of fallen trees in anoxic swamps – compressed
by the weight of succeeding deposits into concentrated time. Every year we
use millions of years accreted in other ages. The gift of geological time is
what has ensured, in the rich nations, that we have not yet reached the point
at which we must engage in the struggle for resources. We have been able to
expand into the past. Fossil fuels have so far exempted us from the violence
that scarcity demands.

There are a few exceptions. Some of the troops sent abroad to secure and
control other people’s energy supplies will die. Otherwise we have
outsourced the killing. Other people kill each other on our behalf; we simply
pay the victors for the spoils. Oil wars have been waged abroad ever since
petroleum became a common transport fuel. Columbite-tantalite, a mineral of
whose very existence we are ignorant but upon which much of our post-
industrial growth depends, has been one of the main causes of a conflict that
has led to some 4 million deaths in the Democratic Republic of Congo. We
pay not to fight.

One phrase, picked up in the rhythm of the train, keeps chugging through
my head. “Every society is four missed meals away from anarchy.” I heard it
at a meeting a fortnight ago.1 Our peace is as transient and contingent as the
water level in the Dyfi river.

Some of the accounts of the violence in New Orleans following Hurricane
Katrina were exaggerated, but not all of them. The slightest disruption in the
supply of essential goods, coupled with the state’s failure to assert its
monopoly of violence, is sufficient to persuade people to rob, threaten, even
to kill. A violent response to scarcity affects even those who are in no danger
of starvation. Look at what happens on the first day of the Harrods sale.
Prosperous people, aware that bargains are in short supply, shove, elbow,
scramble, sometimes exchange blows, in their effort to obtain one of a small
number of dinner services or carriage clocks or other such symbols of



refinement. Civilisation, so painfully maintained by their hypocritical British
manners at other times, disintegrates like the china they tussle over at the first
hint of competition. We take our peace for granted only because we fail to
understand what sustains it.

Order, in such circumstances, can be quickly restored through the superior
force of arms. But order in times of scarcity is not the same as order in times
of plenty. It is harsher and less flexible; the realities of power are more
keenly felt. There have been instances where the superior force intervenes to
try to ensure a fair distribution of resources. This happened, for example, in
Britain during the Second World War. More commonly, it intervenes to
protect those who still possess supplies from those who do not. It is not
always the state that performs this role: the rich also arrange their own
security, paying other people to fight.

Look at the compounds and condominiums in Johannesburg, Nairobi, Rio
de Janeiro, Buenos Aires, Mumbai and Jakarta. The rich live behind razor
wire, broken glass, dogs and armed guards. It is, to my eyes, a hideous
existence. But only one thing is worse than living in a gated community in
these cities: not living in a gated community. Without guards, you sleep with
one ear tuned to the breaking of your door.

Yet even here there is, most of the time, no absolute shortage of any
essential resource. In all these places you can buy whatever you want. There
is no shortage of food or fuel or clean water or any other commodity, if you
have money. Money is the limiting factor the absence of which keeps people
hungry. But the situations I would like you to consider are those in which not
money but the resources themselves become the constraint.

There are three major commodities whose supply, in many countries, could
become subject to absolute constraints during our lifetimes: liquid fuels, fresh
water, and food. Over the past three years there has, at last, been some public
discussion about “peak oil”, the point at which global petroleum supplies
peak and then go into decline. I have come to believe that some predictions of
its imminent arrival have been exaggerated, but it is clear that it will happen
sooner or later, and probably within the next 30 years. In a sense, the date of
peaking is irrelevant. Once infrastructure that depends on the consumption of
petroleum has been established, demand for this commodity is inelastic: if
you live in a distant suburb, you cannot get to work or to the shops or to
school without it. This means that absolute scarcity can occur before oil
peaks, as demand outstrips supply. Some of the likely consequences are



discussed in the article Crying Sheep.
The greater purchasing power of the rich nations means that they will be

the last to be affected by an absolute shortage. They will pay far more for
petroleum, but they will still be able to buy it. In poorer countries, by
contrast, it will become a scarce and precious commodity, and a constant
source of conflict.

Supplies of both fresh water and food are threatened by climate change.
Scientists at the UK‘s Meteorological Office believe that a temperature rise
of just 2.1oC above pre-industrial levels will expose between 2.3 and 3 billion
people to the risk of water shortages.2 The glaciers and snowpack that supply
many cities are melting rapidly. Rising sea levels threaten coastal aquifers. In
many places, rainfall is decreasing. One study suggests that, on current
trends, by 2090 the land area subject to extreme drought will increase
thirtyfold.3 This also affects food supply. Initially, while food production
falls in many hot nations with increasing temperatures, it rises in temperate
places. This causes regional suffering, but total global food supplies are
sustained. But beyond a certain level of warming – perhaps 4°C or so – there
is a danger of an overall decline in production, even as the human population
continues to rise. At that point, to use the mild term employed by ecologists,
an “adjustment” must occur. This means that hundreds of millions must die to
bring population into line with food supply.

All over the rich world, where we have forgotten what collective suffering
means, there are people who appear to be perversely determined to accelerate
these processes, and to shatter the peace we have become too comfortable to
enjoy. The most obvious examples are the politicians, noisily assisted by their
court journalists, who forced us into war with Iraq. It was as obvious in 2002
as it is today that they decided to go to war before they had developed a
justification for it. As two of the essays in this collection show (Thwart Mode
and Dreamers and Idiots), they deliberately shut down the opportunities for
peace. Whenever Saddam Hussein offered to negotiate, they slapped his hand
away. The same approach was used against the Taliban in Afghanistan (as
Dreamers and Idiots also shows). When politicians have achieved elected
office by scaring the living daylights out of the electorate, they correctly
perceive an outbreak of peace as a threat to their interests. Journalists support
them partly because they celebrate power regardless of its complexion and
partly because war makes better copy than peace.

There are also those who perceive war as a desirable end in itself,



irrespective of any political advantage it might confer. These are the people
whose story is told in the first essay in this book, Bring on the Apocalypse. It
is a remarkable and chilling tale, which shows how strange a world you can
create for yourself when you are insulated (by your wealth and the force of
your government’s arms) from reality.

But all of us appear to some extent to be willing these catastrophes to
happen. The extreme examples come from the United States. People arrive on
the beaches of Florida in enormous motor homes. These disgorge a pair of
sports utility vehicles, which are then raced across the sand. The
environmental writer Clive Hamilton reports that people in Texas have begun
to install log fires in order to make their homes seem cosy. To enjoy them,
they must turn up the air conditioning.4 But these examples simply represent
an exaggeration of the way we all live. The central quest of our lives appears
to be to find new ways to use fossil fuels.

The enhanced efficiency of our machines makes no difference to our
consumption: we use any savings we make to power some other delightful
toy. The internal combustion engine is far more efficient than it was a century
ago, when the Model T Ford travelled 25 miles on a gallon of petrol.5 Yet
average fuel economy in the United States today is 21mpg.6 Greater
efficiency has been used to enhance the engine’s performance, to carry more
weight, to power more gadgets. We exchange our light bulbs for less hungry
models, then buy a flatscreen TV almost as wide as the house.

The environmental activist George Marshall has a term for this behaviour:
“reactive denial”. It is as if, by enhancing our consumption of energy even as
we become more aware of the dangers of climate change and peak oil, we are
persuading ourselves that these problems cannot be real ones. If they were,
surely someone would stop us?

I wish we knew the value of peace. I wish it were a daily marvel to us, as it
must be to people who have just emerged from conflict. I wish we understood
that without it everything else we value is at risk. I wish we possessed the
imagination to grasp the horror of war. But because peace is an absence of
events, it is not felt. We throw it away before we have understood what it is
worth. I hope that some of the essays in this book will encourage people to
consider the alternative.



Arguments With God



Bring On the Apocalypse

To understand what is happening in the Middle East, you must first
understand what is happening in Texas. To understand what is happening
there, you should read the resolutions passed at the state’s Republican party
conventions last month. Take a look, for example, at the decisions made in
Harris County, which covers much of Houston.1

The delegates began by nodding through a few uncontroversial matters:
homosexuality is contrary to the truths ordained by God; “any mechanism to
process, license, record, register or monitor the ownership of guns” should be
repealed; income tax, inheritance tax, capital gains tax and corporation tax
should be abolished; and immigrants should be deterred by electric fences.2
Thus fortified, they turned to the real issue: the affairs of a small state 7000
miles away. It was then, according to a participant, that the “screaming and
near fistfights” began.

I don’t know what the original motion said, but apparently it was “watered
down significantly” as a result of the shouting match. The motion they
adopted stated that Israel has an indivisible claim to Jerusalem and the West
Bank, that Arab states should be pressured to absorb refugees from Palestine,
and that Israel should do whatever it wishes in seeking to eliminate
terrorism.3 Good to see that the extremists didn’t prevail, then.

But why should all this be of such pressing interest to the people of a state
that is seldom celebrated for its fascination with foreign affairs? The
explanation is slowly becoming familiar to us, but we still have some
difficulty in taking it seriously.

In the United States, several million people have succumbed to an
extraordinary delusion. In the 19th century, two immigrant preachers cobbled
together a series of unrelated passages from the Bible to create what appears



to be a consistent narrative, stating that Jesus will return to earth when certain
preconditions have been met.4 The first of these is the establishment of a state
of Israel. The next involves Israel’s occupation of the rest of its “Biblical
lands” (most of the Middle East), and the rebuilding of the Third Temple on
the site now occupied by the Dome of the Rock and Al-Aqsa mosques. The
legions of the Antichrist will then be deployed against Israel and their war
will lead to a final showdown in the valley of Armageddon. The Jews will
either burn or convert to Christianity, and the Messiah will return to earth.

What makes the story so appealing to Christian fundamentalists is that
before the big battle begins, all “true believers” (ie those who believe what
they believe) will be lifted out of their clothes and wafted up to heaven during
an event called the Rapture. Not only do the worthy get to sit at the right hand
of God, but they will be able to watch, from the best seats, their political and
religious opponents being devoured by boils, sores, locusts and frogs, during
the seven years of Tribulation that will follow.

The true believers are now seeking to bring all this about. This means
staging confrontations at the old temple site (in 2000 three US Christians
were deported for trying to blow up the mosques there,5 sponsoring Jewish
settlements in the occupied territories, demanding ever more US support for
Israel, and seeking to provoke a final battle with the Muslim world/Axis of
Evil/United Nations/European Union/France, or whoever the legions of the
Antichrist turn out to be.

The believers are convinced that they will soon be rewarded for their
efforts. The Antichrist is apparently walking among us, in the guise of Kofi
Annan, Javier Solana, Yasser Arafat, or, more plausibly, Silvio Berlusconi.6
The Wal-Mart corporation is also a candidate (in my view a very good one),
because it wants to radio-tag its stock, thereby exposing humankind to the
Mark of the Beast.7 By clicking on www.raptureready.com you can discover
how close you might be to flying out of your pyjamas. The infidels among us
should take note that the Rapture Index currently stands at 144, just one point
below the critical threshold, beyond which the sky will be filled with floating
nudists. Beast Government, Wild Weather, and Israel are all trading at the
maximum five points (the EU is debating its constitution, there was a freak
hurricane in the South Atlantic, Hamas has sworn to avenge the killing of its
leaders), but the Second Coming is currently being delayed by an unfortunate
decline in drug abuse among teenagers and a weak showing by the Antichrist,
both of which score only two.

http://www.raptureready.com


We can laugh at these people, but we should not dismiss them. That their
beliefs are bonkers does not mean they are marginal. American pollsters
believe that between 15 and 18% of US voters belong to churches or
movements that subscribe to these teachings.8 A survey in 1999 suggested
that this figure included 33% of Republicans.9 The best-selling contemporary
books in the United States are the 12 volumes of the Left Behind series,
which provide what is usually described as a “fictionalised” account of the
Rapture (this, apparently, distinguishes it from the other one), with plenty of
dripping details about what will happen to the rest of us. The people who
believe all this don’t believe it just a little; for them, it is a matter of life
eternal and death.

And among them are some of the most powerful men in America. John
Ashcroft, the attorney general, is a true believer, so are several prominent
senators and the House majority leader, Tom DeLay. Mr DeLay (who is also
the co-author of the marvellously named DeLay-Doolittle Amendment,
postponing campaign finance reforms) travelled to Israel last year to tell the
Knesset that “there is no middle ground, no moderate position worth
taking”.10

So here we have a major political constituency, representing much of the
current president’s core vote, in the most powerful nation on earth, which is
actively seeking to provoke a new world war. Its members see the invasion of
Iraq as a warm-up act, as Revelation 9:14–15 maintains that four angels
“which are bound in the great river Euphrates” will be released “to slay the
third part of men”. They batter down the doors of the White House as soon as
its support for Israel wavers. When Bush asked Ariel Sharon to pull his tanks
out of Jenin in 2002 he received 100,000 angry emails from Christian
fundamentalists, and never mentioned the matter again.11

The electoral calculation, crazy as it appears, works like this. Governments
stand or fall on domestic issues. For 85% of the US electorate, the Middle
East is a foreign issue and therefore of secondary interest when they enter the
polling booth. For 15% of the electorate, the Middle East is not just a
domestic matter, it’s a personal one: if the president fails to start a
conflagration there, his core voters don’t get to sit at the right hand of God.
Bush, in other words, stands to lose fewer votes by encouraging Israeli
aggression than he stands to lose by restraining it. He would be mad to listen
to these people. He would also be mad not to.



April 20 2004

The Virgin Soldiers

The flame of sexual liberation may soon have to be kept alive by us geriatric
delinquents. A US evangelical group has announced that next month it will
be recruiting British teenagers to its campaign against sex before marriage. In
the United States, over a million have taken the pledge. “Great Britain”, the
organiser insists, “is fascinated with the idea of sexual abstinence.”1 In my
day the fellow would have been horse-whipped. Yet young people are
flocking to him. Is there no end to the depravity of today’s youth?

Not if the US government can help it. The abstinence campaign that hopes
to corrupt the morals of our once-proud nation – a group called the Silver
Ring Thing – has so far received $700,000 from George Bush, as part of his
campaign to replace sex education with Victorian values.2 This year he
doubled the federal budget for virginity training, to $270m.3 In terms of
participation, his programme is working. In every other respect, it’s a
catastrophe.

No one could dispute that thousands of teenagers in Britain and the United
States are suffering as a result of sex before marriage. Teenage pregnancies
are overwhelmingly concentrated at the bottom of the social scale; the
teenage daughters of unskilled manual labourers are ten times as likely to
become pregnant as middle-class girls.4 According to the United Nations
agency Unicef, women born into poverty are twice as likely to stay that way
if they have their children too soon. They are more likely to be unemployed,
to suffer from depression, and to become dependent on alcohol or drugs.5

The prevalence of both teenage pregnancy and venereal disease in this
country and the US is generally blamed on lax morals and a permissive
welfare state. Teenagers are in trouble today, the conservatives who dominate
this debate insist, because of the sexual liberation of the 1960s and 70s, and
the willingness of the state to support single mothers. On Sunday, Ann
Widdecombe maintained that sex education has “failed”; those who promote
it should now “shut up” and leave the welfare of our teenagers to the virginity
campaigners.6 Denny Pattyn, the founder of the Silver Ring Thing, calls this
“the Cesspool Generation – suffering the catastrophic effects of the sexual



revolution”.7 These people have some explaining to do.
Were we to accept the conservatives’ version, we would expect the nations

in which sex education and access to contraception are most widespread to be
those that suffer most from teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted
diseases. The truth is the other way around.

The two western countries at the top of the disaster league, the United
States and the United Kingdom, are those in which conservative campaigns
are among the strongest and sex education and access to contraception are
among the weakest. The United States, the UN Population Fund’s figures
show, is the only rich nation stuck in the middle of the Third World bloc,
with 53 births per 1000 teenagers – a worse record than India, the Philippines
and Rwanda.8 The United Kingdom comes next, at 20 births per 1000. The
nations the conservatives would place at the top of the list are clumped at the
bottom. Germany and Norway produce 11 babies per 1000 teenagers, Finland
eight, Sweden and Denmark seven, and the Netherlands five.9

Unicef’s explanation is pretty unequivocal. Sweden, for example, radically
changed its sex education policies in 1975. “Recommendations of abstinence
and sex-only-within-marriage were dropped, contraceptive education was
made explicit, and a nationwide network of youth clinics was established
specifically to provide confidential contraceptive advice and free
contraceptives to young people . . . Over the next two decades, Sweden saw
its teenage birth rate fall by 80 per cent.”10 Sexually transmitted diseases, in
contrast to rising rates in the UK and US, declined in Sweden by 40% in the
1990s.11

“Studies of the Dutch experience”, Unicef continues, “have concluded that
the underlying reason for success has been the combination of a relatively
inclusive society with more open attitudes towards sex and sex education,
including contraception.” Requests for contraceptives there “are not
associated with shame or embarrassment” and “the media is willing to carry
explicit messages” about them which are “designed for young people”.12 This
teeming cesspool has among the lowest abortion and teenage birth rates on
earth.

The US and the UK, by contrast, are “less inclusive societies” in which
“contraceptive advice and services may be formally available, but in a
‘closed’ atmosphere of embarrassment and secrecy”. The UK has a higher
teenage pregnancy rate not because there is more sex or more abortion here,



but because of “lower rates of contraceptive use”.13

The catastrophe afflicting so many teenagers in Britain and America, in
other words, has been caused not by liberal teachers, liberated parents, Marie
Stopes International and the Guardian, but by George Bush, Ann
Widdecombe and the Daily Mail. They campaign against early sex education,
discourage access to contraceptives and agitate against the social inclusion
(economic equality, the welfare state) which offers young women better
prospects than getting knocked up. Abstinence campaigns like the Silver
Ring Thing do delay the onset of sexual activity, but when their victims are
sucked into the cesspool (nearly all eventually are), they are around one third
less likely to use contraceptives (according to a study by researchers at
Columbia University), as they are not “prepared for an experience that they
have promised to forgo”.14 The result, a paper published in the British
Medical Journal shows, is that abstinence programmes are “associated with
an increase in number of pregnancies among partners of young male
participants”.15 You read that right: abstinence training increases the rate of
teenage pregnancy.

If all this were widely known, the conservatives and evangelicals would
never dare to make the claims they do. So they must ensure that we don’t find
out. In January, the Sunday Telegraph claimed that Europeans “look on in
envy” at the US record on teenage pregnancies.16 It supported this
extraordinary statement by deliberately fudging the figures: running the
teenage birth rate per 1000 in the US against the total teenage birth rate in the
UK, so leaving its readers with no means of comparison.

Breathtaking as this deception is, it’s not half as bad as what Bush has been
up to. When his cherished abstinence programmes failed to reduce the
teenage birth rate, he instructed the US Centers for Disease Control to stop
gathering data.17 He also forced them to drop their project to identify the sex
education programmes that work, after they found that none of the successful
ones were “abstinence-only”.18 Bush should also hope that we don’t look too
closely at his record as governor of Texas. He spent $10m on abstinence
campaigns there, with the result that Texas has the fourth-highest rate of HIV
infection in the Union, and the slowest decline of any state in the birth rate
among 15–17-year-olds.19

So when this bunch of johnny-come-lately foreigners arrives here next
month with their newfangled talk about “virginity” and “abstinence”, I urge



you chaps to lock up your daughters and send them on their way. It’s up to
the older generation to keep our young whippersnappers off the straight and
narrow.

May 11 2004

Is the Pope Gay?

“What a man believes upon grossly insufficient evidence”, Bertrand Russell
wrote, “is an index to his desires – desires of which he himself is often
unconscious.”1 The Vatican’s current obsession with homosexuality suggests
that something interesting might be going on. Are some of the church’s most
powerful cardinals struggling with their sexuality? Could the Pope himself be
gay?

On Sunday, the Holy Father launched his fiercest attack on gays, insisting
that the World Pride festival in Rome was “an offence to [the] Christian
values” of the city.2 Homosexuality, he maintained, is “objectively
disordered” and “contrary to natural law”.

Last year, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), the
Church’s sinister enforcement agency, run by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger,
forbade a priest and a nun from ministering to gays in the United States after
they refused to sign a statement testifying that “homosexual acts are always
objectively evil”.3 Gays, the Vatican believes, bring their misfortunes upon
themselves. “When civil legislation is introduced to protect behaviour to
which no one has any conceivable right,” the CDF asserts, “neither the
church nor society at large should be surprised when . . . violent reactions
increase.”4 Gay rights campaigners maintain that between 150 and 200 gay
men are murdered in Italy every year.5

For this reason, if for no other, we should take this papal bull seriously. So
let us examine the two main themes of the Vatican’s edicts: homosexuality, it
maintains, is both immoral and unnatural.

Morality is surely meaningless unless it refers to the impact we have on
other people. Interestingly, even the Vatican appears unable to point to any
ill-effects of safe sex between consenting gay adults, other than to suggest
that its acceptance might “deprave” or “corrupt” other people. What this



appears to mean is that they might be led away from the teachings of the
church. Heterosexuality is quite another matter. Reproduction among
prosperous people has a demonstrable impact on the welfare of others.
Thanks to the depletion of resources and the effects of climate change, every
child born to the rich deprives children elsewhere of the means of survival. In
a world of diminishing assets, being gay is arguably more moral than being
straight.

The claim that homosexuality is “unnatural” is more interesting. This could
mean one of two things. Perhaps the Pope is suggesting that it lies beyond the
scope of “normal” human behaviour. If so, this has uncomfortable
implications for an association of old men who wear dresses and hear voices.

Alternatively, he might be suggesting that homosexual behaviour is at
variance with that of the non-human world. Here, too, the church has a
problem. Biological Exuberance, a book by the science writer Bruce
Bagemihl, documents homosexuality in no fewer than 470 animal species.6
He shows how groups of manatees carouse in gay orgies; how male giraffes
start “necking” and end up fornicating, how female Japanese macaques will
pair off for weeks at a time, fondling each other and having sex.

As New Scientist magazine records, at the beginning of the last century the
embarrassed keepers of Edinburgh Zoo had repeatedly to rechristen their
penguins, after they found that the loving couples they observed were not all
that they seemed.7 Female roseate terns sometimes mate with each other for
life, allowing themselves to be fertilised by males, but making nests and
bringing up their young together. I would hesitate to describe what pygmy
chimpanzees, orangutans or long-eared hedgehogs get up to, even in a liberal
newspaper.

The world’s wildlife, in other words, is depraved. But we would be hard
put to call it unnatural. Self-enforced celibacy, by contrast, is all but unknown
among other animal species. If any sexual behaviour is out of tune with the
natural world, it is surely that of the priesthood.

My guess is that the Pope is not gay, but that he has found in homosexuals
a necessary enemy, an external threat that allows the Holy See to justify its
iron grip on the lives of the faithful. Though some brave priests and bishops
have sought to resist its excesses, for centuries the Vatican has picked on the
victims of existing prejudice and persecution. It is no longer allowed to burn
heretics and witches at the stake, so now it preys instead upon homosexuals
and pregnant women, exposing gays to violent abuse, seeking to prevent even



the rape victims of Kosovo from taking the morning-after pill.
Homosexuality is surely both natural and moral. Can the same be said of

the Pope?

July 13 2000

A Life With No Purpose

All is not lost in America. When George Bush came out a couple of weeks
ago in favour of teaching “intelligent design” – the new manifestation of
creationism – the press gave him a tremendous kicking. The Christian
Taliban have not yet won.

But they are gaining on us. So far there have been legislative attempts in 13
states to have intelligent design added to the school curriculum.1 In Kansas,
Texas and Philadelphia, it already has a foot in the door. In April a new
“museum of earth history” opened in Arkansas, which instructs visitors that
“dinosaurs and humans did coexist”, and that juvenile dinosaurs, though God
forgot to mention it, hitched a ride on Noah’s Ark.2 Similar museums are
being built in Texas and Kentucky. According to a Gallup poll last year, 45%
of Americans believe that “human beings did not evolve, but instead were
created by God . . . essentially in their current form about 10,000 years ago”.3

And it’s not just in America. Last month the Catholic archbishop of
Vienna, Cardinal Christoph Shönborn, asserted that “any system of thought
that denies or seeks to explain away the overwhelming evidence for design in
biology is ideology, not science”.4 He appears to have the support of the new
Pope.5 Last week the Australian education minister, Brendan Nelson,
announced that “if schools also want to present students with intelligent
design, I don’t have any difficulty with that”.6 In the UK, the headmaster of
one of Tony Blair’s new business-sponsored academies claims that evolution
is merely a “faith position”7.

The controversy fascinates me. This is partly because of its similarity to the
dispute about climate change. Like the climate change deniers, the advocates
of intelligent design cherry-pick the data that appear to support their case.
They ask for evidence, then ignore it when it’s presented to them. They
invoke a conspiracy to explain the scientific consensus, and are



unembarrassed by their own scientific illiteracy. In an article published in the
American Chronicle on Friday, the journalist Thomas Dawson asserted that
“all of the vertebrate groups, from fish to mammals appear [in the fossil
record] at one time” and that if evolution “were true, there would be animal
life fossils of particular animals without vision and others with varying
degrees of eye development . . . Such fossils do not exist.”8 The first fish and
the first mammals are in fact separated by some 300 million years, and the
fossil record has more eyes, in all stages of development, than the CIA.

But it fascinates me also because natural selection is such a barren field for
the fundamentalists to till. For 146 years Darwinian evolution has seen off
all-comers. There is a massive accumulation of evidence – from the fossil
record, genetics and direct observation – that appears to support it. Were they
to concentrate instead on the questions now assailing big bang theory,9 or on
the failure so far to reconcile gravity with quantum physics, or on the
stubborn non-appearance of the Higgs boson and the abiding mystery of the
phenomenom of mass, the Christian conservatives would be much harder to
confront. Why pick on Darwin?

It is surely because as soon as you consider the implications, you must
cease to believe that either Life or life are affected by purpose. As G Thomas
Sharp, chairman of the Creation Truth Foundation, admitted to the Chicago
Tribune, “if we lose Genesis as a legitimate scientific and historical
explanation for man, then we lose the validity of Christianity. Period.”10

We lose far more than that. Darwinian evolution tells us that we are
incipient compost: assemblages of complex molecules that, for no greater
purpose than to secure sources of energy against competing claims, have
developed the ability to speculate. After a few score years, the molecules
disaggregate and return whence they came. Period.

As a gardener and ecologist, I find this oddly comforting. I like the idea of
literal reincarnation: that the molecules of which I am composed will, once I
have rotted, be incorporated into other organisms. Bits of me will be pushing
through the growing tips of trees, will creep over them as caterpillars, will
hunt those caterpillars as birds. When I die, I would like to be buried in a
fashion that ensures that no part of me is wasted. Then I can claim to have
been of some use after all.

Is this not better than the awful lottery of judgment? Is a future we can
predict not more comforting than one committed to the whims of inscrutable
authority? Is eternal death not a happier prospect than eternal life? The atoms



of which we are composed, which we have borrowed momentarily from the
ecosphere, will be recycled until the universe collapses. This is our
continuity, our eternity. Why should anyone want more?

Two days ago, I would have claimed that the demand for more was
universal – that every society has or had its creation story and, as Joseph
Campbell put it, “it will always be the one, shape-shifting yet marvellously
constant story that we find.”11 But yesterday I read a study by the
anthropologist Daniel Everett of the language of the Piraha people of the
Brazilian Amazon, published in the latest edition of Current Anthropology.12

Its findings could scarcely be more disturbing, or more profound.
The Piraha, Everett reveals, possess “the most complex verbal morphology

I am aware of [and] are some of the brightest, pleasantest, most fun-loving
people that I know”. Yet they have no numbers of any kind, no terms for
quantification (such as all, each, every, most and some), no colour terms, and
no perfect tense. They appear to have borrowed their pronouns from another
language, having previously possessed none. They have no “individual or
collective memory of more than two generations past”, no drawing or other
art, no fiction, and “no creation stories or myths”.

All this, Everett believes, can be explained by a single characteristic:
“Piraha culture constrains communication to non-abstract subjects which fall
within the immediate experience of [the speaker].” What can be discussed, in
other words, is what has been seen. When it can no longer be perceived, it
ceases, in this realm at least, to exist. After struggling with one grammatical
curiosity, he realised that the Piraha were “talking about liminality –
situations in which an item goes in and out of the boundaries of their
experience. [Their] excitement at seeing a canoe go around a river bend is
hard to describe; they see this almost as travelling into another dimension.”
The Piraha, still living, watch the sparrow flit in and out of the banqueting
hall.13

“Happy the hare at morning,” WH Auden and Christopher Isherwood
wrote, “for she cannot read / The Hunter’s waking thoughts. Lucky the leaf /
Unable to predict the fall . . . But what shall man do, who can whistle tunes
by heart, / Know to the bar when death shall cut him short, like the cry of the
shearwater?”14

It seems to me that we are the happy ones: we, alone among organisms,
who perceive eternity, and know that the world will carry on without us.



August 16 2005

America the Religion

“The death of Uday and Qusay”, the commander of the ground forces in Iraq
told reporters on Wednesday, “is definitely going to be a turning point for the
resistance.”1 Well, it was a turning point, but unfortunately not of the kind he
envisaged. On the day he made his announcement, Iraqi insurgents killed one
US soldier and wounded six others. On the following day, they killed another
three; over the weekend they assassinated five and injured seven. Yesterday
they slaughtered one more and wounded three. This has been the worst week
for US soldiers in Iraq since George Bush declared that major combat
operations there were over.

Few people believe that the resistance in that country is being coordinated
by Saddam Hussein and his noxious family, or that it will come to an end
when those people are killed. But the few appear to include the military and
civilian command of the United States armed forces. For the hundredth time
since the US invaded Iraq, the predictions made by those with access to
intelligence have proved less reliable than the predictions made by those
without. And, for the hundredth time, the inaccuracy of the official forecasts
has been blamed on “intelligence failures”.

The explanation is wearing a little thin. Are we really expected to believe
that the members of the US security services are the only people who cannot
see that many Iraqis wish to rid themselves of the US army as fervently as
they wished to rid themselves of Saddam Hussein? What is lacking in the
Pentagon and the White House is not intelligence (or not, at any rate, of the
kind we are considering here), but receptivity. Theirs is not a failure of
information, but a failure of ideology.

To understand why this failure persists, we must first grasp a reality that
has seldom been discussed in print. The United States is no longer just a
nation. It is now a religion. Its soldiers have entered Iraq to liberate its people
not only from their dictator, their oil and their sovereignty, but also from their
darkness. As George Bush told his troops on the day he announced victory:
“Wherever you go, you carry a message of hope – a message that is ancient
and ever new. In the words of the prophet Isaiah, ‘To the captives, “come



out”, and to those in darkness, “be free”.’”2

So American soldiers are no longer merely terrestrial combatants; they
have become missionaries. They are no longer simply killing enemies; they
are casting out demons. The people who reconstructed the faces of Uday and
Qusay Hussein carelessly forgot to restore the pair of little horns on each
brow, but the understanding that these were opponents from a different realm
was transmitted nonetheless. Like all those who send missionaries abroad, the
high priests of America cannot conceive that the infidels might resist through
their own free will; if they refuse to convert, it is the work of the devil, in his
current guise as the former dictator of Iraq.

As Clifford Longley shows in his book Chosen People, published last year,
the founding fathers of the USA, though they sometimes professed otherwise,
sensed that they were guided by a divine purpose.3 Thomas Jefferson argued
that the Great Seal of the United States should depict the Israelites, “led by a
cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night”.4 George Washington claimed, in
his inaugural address, that every step towards independence was
“distinguished by some token of providential agency”.5 Longley argues that
the formation of the American identity was part of a process of supersession.
The Catholic church claimed that it had supplanted the Jews as the elect, as
the Jews had been repudiated by God. The English Protestants accused the
Catholics of breaking faith, and claimed that they had become the beloved of
God. The American revolutionaries believed that the English, in turn, had
broken their covenant; the Americans had now become the chosen people,
with a divine duty to deliver the world to God’s dominion. Six weeks ago, as
if to show that this belief persists, George Bush recalled a remark of
Woodrow Wilson’s. “America”, he quoted, “has a spiritual energy in her
which no other nation can contribute to the liberation of mankind.”6

Gradually this notion of election has been conflated with another, still more
dangerous idea. It is not just that the Americans are God’s chosen people;
America itself is now perceived as a divine project. In his farewell
presidential address, Ronald Reagan spoke of his country as a “shining city
on a hill”, a reference to the Sermon on the Mount.7 But what Jesus was
describing was not a temporal Jerusalem, but the kingdom of heaven. Not
only, in Reagan’s account, was God’s kingdom to be found in the United
States of America, but the kingdom of hell could also now be located on
earth: the “evil empire” of the Soviet Union, against which His holy warriors
were pitched.



Since the attacks on New York, this notion of America the divine has been
extended and refined. In December 2001, Rudy Giuliani, the mayor of that
city, delivered his last mayoral speech in St Paul’s Chapel, close to the site of
the shattered twin towers. “All that matters”, he claimed, “is that you
embrace America and understand its ideals and what it’s all about. Abraham
Lincoln used to say that the test of your Americanism was . . . how much you
believed in America. Because we’re like a religion really. A secular
religion.”8 The chapel in which he spoke had been consecrated not just by
God, but by the fact that George Washington had once prayed there. It was,
he said, now “sacred ground to people who feel what America is all about”.9
The United States of America no longer needs to call upon God; it is God,
and those who go abroad to spread the light do so in the name of a celestial
domain. The flag has become as sacred as the Bible; the name of the nation
as holy as the name of God. The presidency is turning into a priesthood.

So those who question George Bush’s foreign policy are no longer merely
critics; they are blasphemers, or “anti-Americans”. Those foreign states that
seek to change this policy are wasting their time: you can negotiate with
politicians; you cannot negotiate with priests. The US has a divine mission,
as Bush suggested in January, “to defend . . . the hopes of all mankind”,10 and
woe betide those who hope for something other than the American way of
life.

The dangers of national divinity scarcely require explanation. Japan went to
war in the 1930s convinced, like George Bush, that it possessed a heaven-
sent mission to liberate Asia and extend the realm of its divine imperium. It
would, the fascist theoretician Kita Ikki predicted, “light the darkness of the
entire world”.11 Those who seek to drag heaven down to earth are destined
only to engineer a hell.

July 29 2003



Arguments With Nature



Junk Science

For the past three weeks, a set of figures has been working a hole in my
mind. On April 16, New Scientist published a letter from the famous botanist
David Bellamy. Many of the world’s glaciers, he claimed, “are not shrinking
but in fact are growing . . . 555 of all the 625 glaciers under observation by
the World Glacier Monitoring Service in Zurich, Switzerland, have been
growing since 1980.”1 His letter was instantly taken up by climate change
deniers. And it began to worry me. What if Bellamy was right?

He is a scientist, formerly a senior lecturer at the University of Durham. He
knows, in other words, that you cannot credibly cite data unless it is well
sourced. Could it be that one of the main lines of evidence for the impact of
global warming – the retreat of the world’s glaciers – is wrong?

The question could scarcely be more important. If man-made climate
change is happening, as the great majority of the world’s climatologists
claim, it could destroy the conditions that allow human beings to remain on
the planet. The effort to cut greenhouse gases must come before everything
else. This won’t happen unless we can be confident that the science is right.
Because Bellamy is president of the Conservation Foundation, the Wildlife
Trusts, Plantlife International and the British Naturalists’ Association, his
statements carry a great deal of weight. When, for example, I challenged the
Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders over climate change, its
spokesman cited Bellamy’s position as a reason for remaining sceptical.2

So last week I telephoned the World Glacier Monitoring Service and read
out Bellamy’s letter. I don’t think the response would have been published in
Nature, but it had the scientific virtue of clarity. “This is complete bullshit.”3

A few hours later, they sent me an email.
“Despite his scientific reputation, he makes all the mistakes that are



possible.” He had cited data that was simply false, failed to provide
references, completely misunderstood the scientific context, and neglected
current scientific literature.4 The latest studies show unequivocally that most
of the world’s glaciers are retreating.5

But I still couldn’t put the question out of my mind. The figures Bellamy
cited must have come from somewhere. I emailed him to ask for his source.
After several requests, he replied to me at the end of last week. The data, he
said, came from a website called www.iceagenow.com.

Iceagenow.com was constructed by a man called Robert W Felix to
promote his self-published book about “the coming ice age”. It claims that
sea levels are falling, not rising; that the Asian tsunami was caused by the
“ice age cycle”; and that “underwater volcanic activity – not human activity –
is heating the seas”.

Is Felix a climatologist, a vulcanologist, or an oceanographer? Er, none of
the above. His biography describes him as a “former architect”.6 His website
is so bonkers that I thought at first it was a spoof. Sadly, he appears to believe
what he says. But there indeed was all the material Bellamy cited in his letter,
including the figures – or something resembling the figures – he quoted.
“Since 1980, there has been an advance of more than 55% of the 625
mountain glaciers under observation by the World Glacier Monitoring group
in Zurich.”7 The source, which Bellamy also cited in his email to me, was
given as “the latest issue of 21st Century Science and Technology”.

21st Century Science and Technology? It sounds impressive, until you
discover that it is published by Lyndon Larouche. Lyndon Larouche is the
American demagogue who in 1989 received a 15-year sentence for
conspiracy, mail fraud and tax code violations.8 He has claimed that the
British royal family is running an international drugs syndicate,9 that Henry
Kissinger is a communist agent,10 that the British government is controlled
by Jewish bankers,11 and that modern science is a conspiracy against human
potential.12

It wasn’t hard to find out that this is one of his vehicles. Larouche is named
on the front page of the magazine’s website, and the edition Bellamy cites
contains an article beginning with the words “We in LaRouche’s Youth
Movement find ourselves in combat with an old enemy that destroys human
beings . . . it is empiricism.”13

Oh well, at least there is a source for Bellamy’s figures. But where did 21st

http://www.iceagenow.com
http://Iceagenow.com


Century Science and Technology get them from? It doesn’t say. But I think
we can make an informed guess, for the same data can be found all over the
internet. They were first published online by Professor Fred Singer, one of
the very few climate change deniers who has a vaguely relevant qualification
(he is, or was, an environmental scientist). He posted them on his website,
www.sepp.org, and they were then reproduced by the appropriately named
junk-science.com, by the Cooler Heads Coalition, the National Center for
Public Policy Research, and countless others.14 They have even found their
way into the Washington Post.15 They are constantly quoted as evidence that
manmade climate change is not happening. But where did they come from?
Singer cites half a source: “a paper published in Science in 1989”.16 Well, the
paper might be 16 years old, but at least, and at last, there is one. Surely?

I went through every edition of Science published in 1989, both manually
and electronically. Not only did it contain nothing resembling those figures;
throughout that year there was no paper published in this journal about
glacial advance or retreat.

So it wasn’t looking too good for Bellamy, or Singer, or any of the people
who have cited these figures. But there was still one mystery to clear up.
While Bellamy’s source claimed that 55% of 625 glaciers are advancing,
Bellamy claimed that 555 of them, or 89%, are advancing. This figure
appears to exist nowhere else. But on the standard English keyboard, 5 and %
occupy the same key. If you try to hit %, but fail to press shift, you get 555
instead of 55%. This is the only explanation I can produce for his figure.
When I challenged him, he admitted that there had been “a glitch of the
electronics”.17

So, in Bellamy’s poor typing, we have the basis for a whole new front in
the war against climate science. The 555 figure is now being cited as
definitive evidence that global warming is a “fraud”, a “scam”, a “lie”. I
phoned New Scientist to ask if he had requested a correction. He had not
been in touch.18

It is hard to convey just how selective you have to be to dismiss the
evidence for climate change. You must climb over a mountain of evidence to
pick up a crumb – a crumb that then dissolves in your palm. You must ignore
an entire canon of science, the statements of the world’s most eminent
scientific institutions, and thousands of papers published in the foremost
scientific journals. You must, if you are David Bellamy, embrace instead the
claims of an eccentric former architect, which are based on what appears to

http://www.sepp.org
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be a non-existent data set. And you must do all this while calling yourself a
scientist.

May 10 2005

Mocking Our Dreams

It is now mid-February, and already I have sown eleven species of vegetable.
I know, though the seed packets tell me otherwise, that they will flourish.
Everything in this country – daffodils, primroses, almond trees, bumblebees,
nesting birds – is a month ahead of schedule. And it feels wonderful. Winter
is no longer the great grey longing of my childhood. The freezes this country
suffered in 1982 and 1963 are, unless the Gulf Stream stops, unlikely to
recur. Our summers will be long and warm. Across most of the upper
northern hemisphere, climate change, so far, has been kind to us.

And this is surely one of the reasons why we find it so hard to accept what
the climatologists are now telling us. In our mythologies, an early spring is a
reward for virtue. “For, lo, the winter is past,” Solomon, the beloved of God,
exults. “The rain is over and gone; / The flowers appear on the earth; the time
of the singing of birds is come”.1 How can something that feels so good
result from something so bad?

Tomorrow, after 13 years of negotiation, the Kyoto protocol on climate
change comes into force. No one believes that this treaty alone, which
commits 30 developed nations to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by
5.2%, will solve the problem. It expires in 2012 and, thanks to US sabotage,
so far there has been no progress towards a replacement.2 It paroles the worst
offenders – the United States and Australia – and imposes no limits on the
gases produced by developing countries. The cuts it enforces are at least an
order of magnitude too small to stabilise greenhouse gas concentrations at
anything approaching a safe level.3 But even this feeble agreement is
threatened by our complacency about the closing of the climatic corridor
down which we walk.

Why is this? Why are we transfixed by terrorism, yet relaxed about the
collapse of the conditions that make our lives possible? One reason is surely
the disjunction between our expectations and our observations. If climate
change is to introduce horror into our lives, we would expect, because



throughout our evolutionary history we survived by finding patterns in
nature, to see that horror beginning to unfold. It is true that a few thousand
people in the rich world have died as a result of floods and heatwaves. But
the overwhelming sensation, experienced by all of us, almost every day, is
that of being blessed by our pollution.

Instead, the consequences of our gluttony are visited on others. The
climatologists who met at the government’s conference in Exeter this month
heard that a rise of just 2.1°C – almost certain to happen this century – will
confront as many as 3 billion people with water stress.4 This, in turn, is likely
to result in tens of millions of deaths. But the same calm voice that tells us
that climate change means mild winters and early springs informs us, in
countries like the UK, that we will be able to buy our way out of trouble.
While the price of food will soar as the world goes into deficit, those who are
rich enough to have caused the problem will, for a couple of generations at
least, be among the few who can afford to ignore it.

Another reason is that there is a well-funded industry whose purpose is to
reassure us, and it is granted constant access to the media. We flatter its
practitioners with the label “sceptics”. If this were what they are, they would
be welcome. Scepticism (the Latin word means “inquiring” or “reflective”) is
the means by which science advances. Without it we would still be rubbing
sticks together. But most of those we call sceptics are nothing of the kind.
They are PR people, the loyalists of Exxon Mobil (by whom most of them are
paid), who have been commissioned to begin with a conclusion and then
devise arguments to justify it.5 Their presence on outlets such as the BBC‘s
Today programme might be less objectionable if every time Aids was
discussed someone was asked to argue that it is not caused by HIV, or every
time a rocket goes into orbit the Flat Earth Society was invited to explain that
it could not possibly have happened. As it is, our most respected media
outlets give Exxon Mobil what it has paid for; they create the impression that
a significant scientific debate exists, when it does not.

But there’s a much bigger problem here. The denial of climate change,
while out of tune with the science, is consistent with – even necessary for –
the outlook of almost all the world’s economists. The continuous growth
prescribed by modern economics, whether informed by Marx or Keynes or
Hayek, depends on the notion that the planet has an infinite capacity to
supply us with wealth and absorb our pollution. In a finite world, this is
impossible. Pull this rug from under the dominant economic theories, and the



whole system of thought collapses.
And this, of course, is beyond contemplation. It mocks the dreams of both

left and right, of every child and parent and worker. It destroys all notions of
progress. If the engines of progress – technology and its amplification of
human endeavour – have merely accelarated our rush to the brink, then
everything we thought was true is false. Brought up to believe that it is better
to light a candle than to curse the darkness, we are now discovering that it is
better to curse the darkness than to burn your house down.

Our economists are exposed by climatologists as utopian fantasists, the
leaders of a millenarian cult as mad as, and far more dangerous than, any
religious fundamentalism. But their theories govern our lives, so those who
insist that physics and biology still apply are ridiculed by a global consensus
founded on wishful thinking.

And this leads us, I think, to a further reason for turning our eyes away.
When terrorists threaten us, it shows that we must count for something, that
we are important enough to kill. They confirm the grand narrative of our
lives, in which we strive through thickets of good and evil towards an
ultimate purpose. But there is no glory in the threat of climate change. The
story it tells us is of yeast in a barrel, feeding and farting until it is poisoned
by its own waste. It is too squalid an ending for our anthropocentric conceit
to accept.

The challenge of climate change is not, primarily, a technical one. It is
possible greatly to reduce our environmental impact by investing in energy
efficiency, though as the Exeter conference concluded, “energy efficiency
improvements under the present market system are not enough to offset
increases in demand caused by economic growth.”6 It is possible to generate
far more of the energy we consume by benign means. But if our political
leaders are to save the people rather than the people’s fantasies, then the way
we see ourselves must begin to shift. We will succeed in tackling climate
change only when we accept that we belong to the material world.

February 14 2005

Preparing for Take-Off

I suppose I should be flattered. In a speech to fellow airline bosses a few days



ago, Martin Broughton, the chief executive of British Airways, announced
that the primary challenge for the industry is to “isolate the George Monbiots
of this world“.1 That shouldn’t be difficult. For a terrifying spectre, I’m
feeling pretty lonely. Almost everyone in politics appears to want to forget
about flying’s impact on the environment.

On Wednesday, the secretary of state for communities launched a bold plan
to make new homes more energy-efficient. She claims it will save 7 million
tonnes of carbon.2 On Thursday, Douglas Alexander, the transport secretary,
announced that he would allow airports to keep growing; by 2030 the number
of passengers will increase from 228 million to 465 million.3 As a result,
according to a report commissioned by the environment department, carbon
emissions will rise by between 22 and 36 million tonnes.4 So much for
joined-up government.

The government says it will cut carbon dioxide emissions by 60% between
1990 and 2050. Last month it promised to introduce a climate change bill,
which will make this target legally binding. Douglas Alexander’s decision
ensures that the new law will be broken.

A 60% cut means that our emissions by 2050 must amount to no more than
65 million tonnes of carbon (MtC). The “best case” figures produced by the
Department for Transport would see emissions from air transport rising from
4.6 to 15.7MtC, or 24% of the target for the whole economy. According to
the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee, “this is likely to be
a very substantial understatement”.5

The Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research estimates that the UK‘s
aeroplane emissions are more likely to amount to 32MtC by 2050, or 49% of
the target.6 The report produced for the environment department, by
researchers at Manchester Metropolitan University, calculates that they will
rise to between 29.8 and 44.4MtC, or 46–68% of the target.7 This, they say, is
an underestimate, as they don’t include non-scheduled flights.

None of these calculations takes into account the other greenhouse gases
aircraft produce. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, these create a global warming effect 2.7 times as great as the carbon
dioxide alone.8 Nor do they recognise the fact that 70% of people flying out
of the United Kingdom live in this country; all the estimates give the UK a
50% share of the flights landing or taking off here, rather than 70%.9 Throw
these numbers into the equation and you discover that aviation will account



for between 91% and 258% of all the greenhouse gases the United Kingdom
will be permitted, under the new law, to produce in 2050.

So how does the government navigate this contradiction? It’s simple. It
doesn’t include international aircraft emissions in its target. Whatever their
impact on the world’s atmosphere might be, they don’t officially exist.

No one now pretends that the industry can design its way out of this. The
Department for Transport’s wildly optimistic figure (a mere 91% of the UK‘s
target) assumes improvements in efficiency that most observers believe will
be impossible to realise. After a 70% reduction in the fuel consumed by jet
engines over the past 40 years, they have pretty well reached their limits,
while radical new aircraft designs and new fuels are, at best, several decades
away from commercialisation. Even Martin Broughton admits that the
airlines’ fuel efficiency gains “are likely to be outweighed by future
growth”.10 So the government relies on two other mechanisms, taxation and
trading. It knows that neither of them will work.

Gordon Brown announced two weeks ago that he will double air passenger
duty, from £5 to £10.11 This merely reverses the cut he made in 2001. In its
White Paper on aviation, the transport department investigated the effect of a
bigger levy – a 100% fuel tax. This, it found, would increase the airlines’
prices by 10%.12 But the growth of the no-frills carriers would be sufficient
to offset it, ensuring that there was no suppression of demand.13 Air
passenger duty might begin to bite at 10 times its current level. Is there
anyone in government who has the guts to make that happen?

Brown’s pathetic levy is counteracted by subsidies that he has managed, so
far, to keep mostly hidden from public view. It turns out that the government
has been authorising “route development funds” to establish “new links from
regional airports”.14 European rules permit governments to provide up to
50% of the start-up costs for regional airports and their new connections.15

Last week, for example, the Guardian reported that Derry City Council has
been secretly giving Ryanair £1.3m a year.16 Our money is being used to
subsidise climate change.

Tomorrow, the European Union will wave its wand and make the airlines
carbon emissions magically disappear. It will incorporate them into the
European emissions trading scheme. According to Douglas Alexander, this is
“the most efficient and cost-effective way to ensure that the sector plays its
part in tackling climate change”.17 The airlines can keep growing, he argues,



as long as they buy carbon permits from other industries, which can cut their
output more cheaply. All that counts is that the European economy as a
whole is reducing its emissions – it doesn’t matter how they are distributed.

So how is this going to work, if aviation accounts for 258% of all the
greenhouse gases the target permits us to produce? Or even 91%? Again,
there is sleight of hand involved. The other greenhouse gases don’t count; the
trading scheme recognises only carbon. But even if we were to accept its
restricted terms, why should aviation force the rest of the European economy
to reduce its emissions much faster than the average? Is flying more
important than heating and lighting?

You can shuffle carbon between different industries when the overall
reduction you are trying to achieve is just 8% and still stay within the cap.
But when you go much beyond that point, as the EU must in 2012, almost
every industry will have to start making cuts of its own. So what happens
when the growth in flights outstrips the cuts the other industries can make?
How will the airlines cut their emissions in order to stay within the scheme?
If the government knows, it hasn’t told us.

Douglas Alexander knows as well as I do that emissions trading is a red
herring. In his new report is a table showing what would happen if trading
raised the price of carbon to the government’s upper estimate of £140 per
tonne by 2030 (this is 32 times the current price).18 It would mean that
instead of 465 million tickets sold in 2030, there would be 455 million.19

That sorts it out, then.
The only certain means by which the growth of flights can be curtailed is

by restricting the capacity of our airports. Aviation expands to fill the
available landing space. Unless the government’s decision to double the size
of the UK‘s airports is reversed, the rest of its climate change programme is a
waste of time.

Come on out British Airways, Virgin, Ryanair, easyJet, BMI, the British
government, the opposition, and most of Middle England. I’ve got you
surrounded.

December 19 2006

A Lethal Solution



It used to be a matter of good intentions gone awry. Now it is plain fraud.
The governments using biofuel to tackle global warming know that it causes
more harm than good. But they plough on regardless.

In theory, fuels made from plants can reduce the amount of carbon dioxide
emitted by cars and trucks. Plants absorb carbon as they grow; it is released
again when the fuel is burnt. By encouraging oil companies to switch from
fossil plants to living ones, governments on both sides of the Atlantic claim
to be “decarbonising” our transport networks.

In the budget last week, Gordon Brown announced that he would extend
the tax rebate for biofuels until 2010. From next year, all suppliers in the UK
will have to ensure that 2.5% of the fuel they sell is made from plants; if not,
they must pay a penalty of 15p per litre. The obligation rises to 5% in 2010.1
By 2050, the government hopes that 33% of our fuel will come from crops.2
Last month, George Bush announced that he would quintuple the US target
for biofuels:3 by 2017 they should be supplying 24% of the nation’s transport
fuel.4

So what’s wrong with these programmes? Only that they are a formula for
environmental and humanitarian disaster. In 2004 this column warned that
biofuels would set up a competition for food between cars and people. The
people would necessarily lose: those who can afford to drive are, by
definition, richer than those who are in danger of starvation. It would also
lead to the destruction of rainforests and other important habitats.5 I received
more abuse than I’ve had for any other column, except when I attacked the
9/11 conspiracists. I was told my claims were ridiculous, laughable,
impossible. Well, in one respect I was wrong. I thought these effects
wouldn’t materialise for many years. They are happening already.

Since the beginning of last year, the price of maize has doubled.6 The price
of wheat has also reached a 10-year high, while global stockpiles of both
grains have reached 25-year lows.7 Already there have been food riots in
Mexico, and reports that the poor are feeling the strain all over the world. The
US Department of Agriculture warns that “if we have a drought or a very
poor harvest, we could see the sort of volatility we saw in the 1970s, and if it
does not happen this year, we are also forecasting lower stockpiles next
year.”8 According to the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation, the main
reason is the demand for ethanol, the alcohol used for motor fuel, which can
be made from both maize and wheat.9



Farmers will respond to better prices by planting more, but it is not clear
that they can overtake the booming demand for biofuel. Even if they do, they
will catch up only by ploughing virgin habitat.

Already we know that biofuel is worse for the planet than petroleum. The
UN has just published a report suggesting that 98% of the natural rainforest
in Indonesia will be degraded or gone by 2022.10 Just five years ago, the
same agencies predicted that this wouldn’t happen until 2032. But they
reckoned without the planting of palm oil to turn into biodiesel for the
European market. This is now the main cause of deforestation there, and it is
likely soon to become responsible for the extinction of the orang utan in the
wild. But it gets worse. As the forests are burnt, both the trees and the peat
they sit on are turned into carbon dioxide. A report by the Dutch consultancy
Delft Hydraulics shows that every tonne of palm oil results in up to 33 tonnes
of carbon dioxide emissions, or up to 10 times as much as petroleum
produces.11 I feel I need to say that again. Biodiesel from palm oil causes 10
times as much climate change as ordinary diesel.

There are similar impacts all over the world. Sugar cane producers are
moving into rare scrubland habitats (the cerrado) in Brazil, and soya farmers
are ripping up the Amazon rainforests. As President Bush has just signed a
biofuel agreement with President Lula, it’s likely to become a lot worse.
Indigenous people in South America, Asia and Africa are starting to
complain about incursions on to their land by fuel planters. A petition
launched by a group called biofuelwatch, begging western governments to
stop, has been signed by campaigners from 250 groups.12

The British government is well aware that there’s a problem. On his blog
last year the environment secretary David Miliband noted that palm oil
plantations “are destroying 0.7% of the Malaysian rainforest each year,
reducing a vital natural resource (and in the process, destroying the natural
habitat of the orang utan). It is all connected.”13 Unlike government policy.

The reason governments are so enthusiastic about biofuels is that they don’t
upset drivers. They appear to reduce the amount of carbon from our cars,
without requiring new taxes. It’s an illusion sustained by the fact that only the
emissions produced at home count towards our national total. The forest
clearance in Malaysia doesn’t increase our official impact by a gram.

In February, the European Commission was faced with a straight choice
between fuel efficiency and biofuels. It had intended to tell car companies
that the average carbon emission from new cars in 2012 would be 120 grams



per kilometre. After heavy lobbying by Angela Merkel on behalf of her car
manufacturers, it caved in and raised the limit to 130 grams. It announced
that it would make up the shortfall by increasing the contribution from
biofuel.14

The British government says it “will require transport fuel suppliers to
report on the carbon saving and sustainability of the biofuels they supply”.15

But it will not require them to do anything. It can’t; its consultants have
already shown that if it tries to impose wider environmental standards on
biofuels, it will fall foul of world trade rules.16 And even “sustainable”
biofuels merely occupy the space that other crops now fill, displacing them
into new habitats. It promises that one day there will be a “second
generation” of biofuels, made from straw or grass or wood. But there are still
major technical obstacles.17 By the time the new fuels are ready, the damage
will have been done.

We need a moratorium on all targets and incentives for biofuels, until a
second generation of fuels can be produced for less than it costs to make fuel
from palm oil or sugar cane. Even then, the targets should be set low and
increased only cautiously. I suggest a five-year freeze.

This would require a huge campaign, tougher than the one that helped to
win a five-year freeze on growing genetically modified crops in the UK. That
was important – GM crops give big companies unprecedented control over
the food chain. But most of their effects are indirect, while the devastation
caused by biofuel is immediate and already visible.

This is why it will be harder to stop. Encouraged by government policy,
vast investments are now being made by farmers and chemical companies.
Stopping them requires one heck of a battle. But it has to be fought.

March 27 2007

Giving Up On Two Degrees

The rich nations seeking to cut climate change have this in common: they lie.
You won’t find this statement in the draft of the new report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which was leaked to the
Guardian last week. But as soon as you understand the numbers, the words



form before your eyes. The governments making genuine efforts to tackle
global warming are using figures they know to be false.

The British government, the European Union and the United Nations all
claim to be trying to prevent “dangerous” climate change. Any level of
climate change is dangerous for someone, but there is a broad consensus
about what this word means: 2°C of warming above pre-industrial levels. It is
dangerous because of its direct impacts on people and places – it could, for
example, trigger the irreversible melting of the Greenland ice sheet1 and the
collapse of the Amazon rainforest2 – and because it is likely to stimulate
further warming, as it encourages the world’s natural systems to start
releasing greenhouse gases.

The aim of preventing more than 2°C of warming has been adopted overtly
by the UN3 and the European Union,4 and implicitly by the British, German
and Swedish governments. All of them say they are hoping to confine the
concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere to a level that would
prevent 2°C from being reached. And all of them know that they have set the
wrong targets, based on outdated science. Fearful of the political
implications, they have failed to adjust to the levels the new research
demands.

This isn’t easy to follow, but please bear with me, as you cannot understand
the world’s most important issue without grappling with some numbers. The
average global temperature is affected by the concentration of greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere. This concentration is usually expressed as “carbon
dioxide equivalent”. It is not an exact science – you cannot say that a certain
concentration of gases will lead to a precise increase in temperature – but
scientists discuss the relationship in terms of probability. A paper published
last year by the climatologist Malte Meinshausen suggests that if greenhouse
gases reach a concentration of 550 parts per million (ppm) carbon dioxide
equivalent, there is a 63–99% chance (with an average value of 82%) that
global warming will exceed 2°C.5 At 475 ppm the average likelihood is 64%.
Only if concentrations are stabilised at 400 ppm or below is there a low
chance (an average of 28%) that temperatures will rise by over 2°C.

The IPCC‘s draft report contains similar figures. A concentration of 510
ppm gives us a 33% chance of preventing more than 2°C of warming. A
concentration of 590 ppm gives us a 10% chance.6 You begin to understand
the scale of the challenge when you discover that the current level of
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere (using the IPCC‘s formula) is 459ppm.7



We have already exceeded the safe level. To give ourselves a high chance of
preventing dangerous climate change, we will need a programme so drastic
that greenhouse gases in the atmosphere end up below the current
concentrations. The sooner this happens, the greater the chance of preventing
2°C of warming.

But no government has set itself this task. The European Union and the
Swedish government have established the world’s most stringent target. It is
550 ppm, which gives us a near certainty of an extra 2°C. The British
government makes use of a clever conjuring trick. Its target is also “550 parts
per million”, but 550 parts of carbon dioxide alone. When you include the
other greenhouse gases, this translates into 666 ppm carbon dioxide
equivalent (a fitting figure).8 According to the Stern Report, at 650 ppm there
is a 60–95% chance of 3°C of warming.9 The government’s target, in other
words, commits us to a very dangerous level of climate change.

The British government has been aware that it has set the wrong target for
at least four years. In 2003 the environment department found that “with an
atmospheric CO2 stabilisation concentration of 550 ppm, temperatures are
expected to rise by between 2°C and 5°C”.10 In March last year it admitted
that “a limit closer to 450 ppm or even lower, might be more appropriate to
meet a 2°C stabilisation limit.”11 Yet the target has not changed. Last
October, I challenged the environment secretary, David Miliband, over this
issue on Channel 4 News. He responded as if he had never come across it
before.

The European Union is also aware that it is using the wrong figures. In
2005 it found that “to have a reasonable chance to limit global warming to no
more than 2°C, stabilisation of concentrations well below 550 ppm CO2
equivalent may be needed”.12 But its target hasn’t changed either.

Embarrassingly for the government and for leftwingers like me, the only
large political entity that seems able to confront this is the British
Conservative Party. In a paper published a fortnight ago, it called for an
atmospheric stabilisation target of 400–450 ppm carbon dioxide equivalent.13

Will this become policy? Does Cameron have the guts to do what his advisers
say he should?

In my book Heat I estimate that to avoid 2°C of warming we require a
global emissions cut of 60% per capita between now and 2030.14 This
translates into an 87% cut in the United Kingdom. This is a much stiffer



target than the British government’s – which requires a 60% cut in the UK‘s
emissions by 2050. But my figure now appears to have been an
underestimate. A recent paper in the journal Climatic Change emphasises that
the sensitivity of global temperatures to greenhouse gas concentrations
remains uncertain. But if we use the average figure, to obtain a 50% chance
of preventing more than 2°C of warming requires a global cut of 80% by
2050.15

This is a cut in total emissions, not in emissions per head. If the population
were to rise from 6 to 9 billion between now and then, we would need an
87% cut in global emissions per person. If carbon emissions are to be
distributed equally, the greater cut must be made by the biggest polluters: rich
nations like us. The UK‘s emissions per capita would need to fall by 91%.

But our governments appear quietly to have abandoned their aim of
preventing dangerous climate change. If so, they condemn millions to death.
What the IPCC report shows is that we have to stop treating climate change
as an urgent issue. We have to start treating it as an international emergency.

We must open immediate negotiations with China, which threatens to
become the world’s biggest emitter of greenhouse gases by November this
year,16 partly because it manufactures many of the products we use. We must
work out how much it would cost to decarbonise its growing economy, and
help to pay. We need a major diplomatic offensive – far more pressing than it
has been so far – to persuade the United States to do what it did in 1941 and
turn the economy around on a dime. But above all we need to show that we
remain serious about fighting climate change, by setting the targets the
science demands.

May 1 2007

Crying Sheep

Are global oil supplies about to peak? Are they, in other words, about to
reach their maximum and then go into decline? There is a simple answer to
this question: no one has the faintest idea.

Consider these two statements: 1. “Last year Saudi Aramco made credible
claims that as much as 500 billion–700 billion barrels remain to be
discovered in the kingdom.” 2. “Saudi Arabia clearly seems to be nearing or



at its peak output and cannot materially grow its oil production.”
The first comes from a report by Energy Intelligence, a consultancy used by

the major oil companies.1 The second comes from a book by Matthew
Simmons, an energy investor who advises the Bush administration.2 Whom
should we believe? I have now read 4000 pages of reports on global oil
supply, and I know less about it than I did before I started. The only firm
conclusion I have reached is that the people sitting on the world’s reserves
are liars.

In 1985, Kuwait announced that it possessed 50% more oil than it had
previously declared. Had it just discovered a new field? Had it developed a
new technology, which could extract more oil from the old fields? No.
OPEC, the price-fixing cartel to which it belongs, had decided to allocate
production quotas to its members based on the size of their reserves. The
bigger your stated reserve, the more you were allowed to produce.3 The other
states soon followed Kuwait, adding a total of 300 billion barrels to their
reserves4 – enough, if it existed, to supply the world for 10 years. And their
magic oil never runs out. Though extraction has long outstripped discovery,
Kuwait posts the same reserves today as it claimed in 1985.5

So we turn to the US Geological Survey for an answer, and find that its
estimates of global oil supply are as reliable as the Pentagon’s assessments of
Iraqi weapons of mass destruction. In 1981 it said we possessed 1719 billion
barrels of oil.6 In 2000, 2659.7 Yet the discovery of major oil fields peaked in
1964.8 Where has it come from?

It is true to say that oil reserves are not fixed. As technology improves or
the price increases, oil that was formerly too expensive to extract becomes
available. But the oil geologist Jean Laherrere points out that the Geological
Survey’s estimate “implies a five-fold increase in discovery rate and reserve
addition, for which no evidence is presented. Such an improvement in
performance is in fact utterly implausible, given the great technological
achievements of the industry over the past twenty years, the worldwide
search, and the deliberate effort to find the largest remaining prospects.”9

The current high oil prices are the result of a shortage of refineries,
exacerbated by the hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico, rather than a global
shortage of crude. But behind that problem lurks another. Last week, Chris
Vernon of the organisation Power Switch published figures showing that
while total global oil production has risen since 2000, the production of light



sweet crude, the kind that is easiest to refine into motor fuels, has fallen by 2
million barrels a day.10 This grade, he claims, has already peaked. The
refinery crisis results partly from this constraint: there aren’t enough plants
capable of processing the heavier grades.

And next in the queue? Who knows? All I can say is that Bush himself
does not appear to share the Geological Survey’s optimism. “In terms of
world supply,” he said in March, “I think if you look at all the statistics,
demand is outracing supply, and supplies are getting tight.”11 What has he
seen that we haven’t?

If the figures have been fudged, we’re stuffed. That might sound extreme,
but it is not my conclusion. It is that of the consultants hired by the US
Department of Energy. In February this year, the department released a report
called “Peaking of World Oil Production: Impacts, Mitigation, & Risk
Management”.12 I say “released”, for it was never properly published. For
several months the only publicly available copy was lodged on the website of
the Hilltop High School in Chula Vista, California.13

The department’s consultants, led by the energy analyst Robert L. Hirsch,
concluded that “without timely mitigation, the economic, social, and political
costs will be unprecedented”. It is possible to reduce demand and to start
developing alternatives, but this would take “10–20 years” and “trillions of
dollars”. “Waiting until world oil production peaks before taking crash
program action leaves the world with a significant liquid fuel deficit for more
than two decades”, which would cause problems “unlike any yet faced by
modern industrial society”.14

Of course, we have been here before. Oil analysts and environmentalists
have warned of disappearing reserves ever since drilling began, and they
have always been proved wrong. According to people like the Danish
statistician Bjorn Lomborg, this is because the industry is self-regulating.
“High real prices deter consumption and encourage the development of other
sources of oil and non-oil energy supplies,” he says. “Since searching costs
money, new searches will not be initiated too far in advance of production.
Consequently, new oil fields will be continuously added as demand rises . . .
we will stop using oil when other energy technologies provide superior
benefits.”15

It is beginning to look as if he is wrong on all counts. As the Economist
magazine pointed out on September 10, “demand for petrol is pretty inelastic



in the short term”,16 because people still have to go to work, however much it
costs. According to the analyst it cites, “it would take a doubling of petrol
prices to reduce American petrol consumption by just 5%.”17 Lomborg’s idea
that companies can just go out and find new oil when demand rises suggests
that he believes geology is as malleable as statistics. One day, or so we
should hope, a superior technology will certainly emerge, but cheap
alternatives to liquid fuels are currently decades away. Yes, the pessimists
have been crying wolf for almost a century. But better that, perhaps, than
crying “sheep” when the wolves appear.

The Hirsch report has no truck with those who believe in the magic of the
markets. “High prices do not a priori lead to greater production. Geology is
ultimately the limiting factor.”18 There are plenty of oil shales, tar sands and
coal seams available for turning into liquid fuels, but it would take years and
a massive investment before enough came online. Hirsch compares the
projections of the oil optimists to those of the gas optimists in the late 1990s,
who promised “growing supply at reasonable prices for the foreseeable
future” in the US and Canada. Today the same people are bemoaning the
deficit. “The North American natural gas market is set for the longest period
of sustained high prices in its history, even adjusting for inflation . . . Gas
production in the United States (excluding Alaska) now appears to be in
permanent decline.”19

“The bottom line”, Hirsch says, “is that no one knows with certainty when
world oil production will reach a peak, but geologists have no doubt that it
will happen.” Our hopes of a soft landing rest on just two propositions: that
the oil producers‘ figures are correct, and that governments act before they
have to. I hope that reassures you.

September 27 2005

Feeding Frenzy

If these animals lived on land there would be a global outcry. But the great
beasts roaming the savannahs of the open seas summon no such support. Big
sharks, giant tuna, marlin and swordfish should have the conservation status
of the giant panda or the snow leopard. Yet still we believe it is acceptable for



fishmongers to sell them and celebrity chefs to teach us how to cook them.
A study in this week’s edition of Science reveals the disastrous collapse of

the ocean’s megafauna. The great sharks are now wobbling on the edge of
extinction. Since 1972 the number of blacktip sharks has fallen by 93%, tiger
sharks by 97%, and bull sharks, dusky sharks and smooth hammerheads by
99%.1 Just about every population of major predators is now in freefall.
Another paper, published in Nature four years ago, shows that over 90% of
large predatory fishes throughout the global oceans have gone.2

You respond with horror when you hear of Chinese feasts of bear paws and
tiger meat. But these are no different, as far as conservation is concerned,
from eating shark’s fin soup or swordfish or steaks from rare species of tuna.
One practice is considered barbaric in Europe and North America. The other
is promoted in restaurant reviews and recipes in the colour supplements of
respectable newspapers.

In terms of its impact on both ecology and animal welfare, shark fishing
could be the planet’s most brutal industry. While some sharks are taken
whole, around 70 million are caught every year for their fins.3 In many cases
the fins are cut off and the shark is dumped, alive, back into the sea. It can
take several weeks to die. The longlines and gillnets used to catch them snare
whales, dolphins, turtles and albatrosses. The new paper shows that shark
catching also causes a cascade of disasters through the foodchain. Since the
large sharks were removed from coastal waters in the western Atlantic, the
rays they preyed on have multiplied 10-fold and have wiped out all the main
commercial species of shellfish.4

Much of this trade originates in East Asia, where shark’s fin soup, which
sells for up to £100 a bowl, is a sign of great wealth and rank, like caviar in
Europe. The global demand for shark fins is rising by about 5% a year.5 But
if you believe that this is yet another problem for which the Chinese can be
blamed and the Europeans absolved, consider this: the world’s major
importer (and presumably re-exporter) of sharks is Spain.6 Its catches have
increased ninefold since the 1990s7 and it has resisted, in most cases
successfully, every European and global effort to conserve its prey.

The Spanish defend their right to kill rare sharks as fiercely as the Japanese
defend their right to kill rare whales. The fishing industry, traditionally
dominated by Galician fascists, exerts an extraordinary degree of leverage
over the socialist government. The Spanish government, in turn, usually gets



its way in Europe. The European Union, for example, claims to have banned
the finning of sharks. But the ratio it sets for the weight of fins to the weight
of bodies landed by fishermen is 5%. As edible fins make up only 2% of the
shark’s body weight,8 this means that two and a half finless sharks can be
returned to the water for every one that comes ashore. Even this is not enough
for the Spanish, whose MEPs have been demanding that the percentage be
raised.9

Northern European civilisation doesn’t come out of this very well either. In
2001 the British government promised to protect a critically endangered
species called the angel shark, whose population in British waters was
collapsing. It ducked and dithered until there was no longer a problem: the
shark is now extinct in the North Sea.10

Why do we find it so hard to stand up to fishermen? This tiny industrial
lobby seems to have governments in the palm of its hand. Every year, the
European Union sets catch limits for all species way above the levels its
scientists recommend. Governments know that they are allowing the fishing
industry to destroy itself and to destroy the ecosystem on which it depends.
But nothing is sacred, as long as it is underwater. In November, the United
Nations failed even to produce a resolution urging a halt to trawling on the
sea mounts at the bottom of the ocean. These ecosystems, which are only just
beginning to be explored, harbour great forests of deepwater corals and
sponges, in which thousands of unearthly species hide. But we can‘t summon
the will to stop the handful of boats that are ripping them to shreds.

The power of the fishermen’s lobby explains the lack of protection for
marine predators. Though fish species far outnumber mammal species, the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species protects 654 kinds
of mammal and just 77 kinds of fish. Trade in only nine of these is subject to
a complete ban.11

The rules that do get passed are ignored by both fishermen and
governments. On Sunday I stood with a fisheries manager on the banks of a
famous sea trout river in Wales. Perhaps I should say a famous former sea
trout river in Wales. For the past four years, scarcely any fish – sea trout or
salmon – have appeared. He was not sure why, but he told me that trawlers in
the Irish Sea land boxes of what appear to be bass; hidden under the top layer
are salmon and sea trout. No one seems to care enough to stop them:
government monitoring appears to be nonexistent. The pressure group
Oceana walks into European ports whenever there’s a public holiday and



finds hundreds of miles of illegal drift nets stowed on the boats.12 Where are
the official inspectors?

Of course, governments plead poverty. Which makes you wonder why they
decided last year to allocate €3.8 billion to the destruction of the marine
environment. This is what you and I are now paying in subsidies to keep the
ocean wreckers afloat. The money buys new engines, and boats for young
fishermen hoping to expand their business.13 For the same cost you could put
a permanent inspector on every large fishing vessel in European waters.

If we don’t act, we know what will happen. Another paper published in
Science suggests that on current trends we’ll see the global collapse of all the
species currently caught by commercial fishermen by 2048. Yet, if we catch
the ecosystems in time, with temporary fishing bans and the creation of large
marine reserves, they can recover with remarkable speed.14 I hope British
ministers, now drafting a new marine bill, have read this study.

But beyond a certain point, the collapse is likely to be permanent. Off the
coast of Namibia, where the fishery has crashed as a result of overharvesting,
we have a glimpse of the future. A paper in Current Biology reports that the
ecosystem is approaching a “trophic dead-end”.15 As the fish have been
mopped up, they have been replaced by jellyfish, which now outweigh them
by three to one. The jellyfish eat the eggs and larvae of the fish, so the switch
is probably irreversible. We have entered, the paper tells us, the “era of
jellyfish ascendancy”.

It’s a good symbol. The jellyfish represents the collapse of the ecosystem
and the spinelessness of the people charged with protecting it.

April 3 2007

Natural Aesthetes

The world, if the biologists’ projections turn out to be correct, will soon begin
to revert to the fourth day of creation. There will be grass and “herb yielding
seed” and “the fruit tree yielding fruit”. But “the moving creature that hath
life”, the “fowl that may fly above the earth”, or the “great whales, and every
living creature that moveth” may one day be almost unknown to us.1 Last
week the journal Nature published a report suggesting that by 2050 around a



quarter of the world’s animal and plant species could die out as a result of
global warming.2 To these we must add the millions threatened by farming,
logging, hunting, fishing and introduced species. The future is beginning to
look a little lonely.

Does it matter? To most of those who govern us, plainly not. To most of
the rest of us, the answer seems to be yes, but we are not quite sure why. We
have little difficulty in recognising the importance of other environmental
issues. Climate change causes droughts and floods, ozone depletion gives us
skin cancer, diesel pollution damages our lungs. But while most people feel
that purging the world of its diversity of animals and plants is somehow
wrong, the feeling precedes a rational explanation. For the past 30 years, the
conservation movement has been trying to provide one. Its efforts have, for
the most part, failed.

The problem conservationists face is this: that by comparison to almost all
other global issues, our concerns about biodiversity seem effete and self-
indulgent. If we are presented with a choice between growing food to avert
starvation and protecting an obscure forest frog, the frog loses every time. If
climate change is going to make life impossible for hundreds of millions of
human beings, who cares about what it might do to Boyd’s forest dragon?

So they have sought to confront utilitarianism with utilitarianism. If the
rainforests are destroyed, they argue, we may never find the cure for cancer.
If the wild relatives of our crop plants die out, we might lose the genes that
could be used to breed new pest-resistant strains. Many of the world’s
indigenous people depend upon a wide range of species for their survival. An
impoverished environment is likely to be less stable, and so less productive,
than a diverse one.

All this may be true, but it doesn’t solve the problem of justification. Most
of us don’t need biodiversity to survive. The farmers who produce our food
try to keep the ecosystem as impoverished as possible. A utilitarian approach,
long favoured by communists as well as capitalists, would integrate
indigenous people into the mainstream economy, drag almost all the
population of the countryside out of its “rural idiocy”, and turn every
productive acre of the earth over to crops.

Utilitarianism also suggests that the value of biodiversity is exhausted once
it ceases to be useful to us. When a rainforest has been screened for
pharmaceutical compounds, it offers, according to this doctrine, no further
benefits. We can grow the useful species in plantations, or produce the



compounds they contain in the lab, and junk the rest. By arguing for
biodiversity on the grounds of human need, in other words, conservationists
play into the hands of their enemies.

The lovers of fine art or rare books don’t feel the need to set this trap for
themselves. They never suggest that money and effort should be spent on
restoring old masters because one day someone might want to eat them. They
can defend the things they value, even while accepting that there may be a
conflict between their protection and other social needs. We could solve
London’s housing crisis by levelling its historic buildings, grubbing up the
parks and building high-rise homes in their place. But the aesthetes can
confidently assert that the lives of its people would scarcely be improved by
those means.

The special problem confronting the conservationists of nature is that in
many parts of the world their cause has been used as an excuse for the
maintenance of a colonial model of exclusion. Nothing has done more harm
to conservation than the work of people like Richard Leakey, Joy Adamson
and Diane Fossey.3 To white tourists, who now have more or less exclusive
access to the places they helped to protect, these people are heroes. To local
people they are villains, and the wildlife they protected is perceived as a
threat. If every time a public gallery were built, thousands of us were kicked
out of our homes to make way for it, then told we could enter only by paying
the equivalent of our annual income, we would feel the same way about art.

This legacy of exclusion makes conservation look harder to justify on the
grounds of aesthetics. But it seems to me that this is the only sensible
argument that can be made. It is surely sufficient to say that wildlife should
be preserved because it is wonderful.

But, somehow, most conservationists can’t quite bring themselves to do so.
Even those who admit that they want to protect it because they love it can’t
leave it at that, but insist on seeking some higher justification. It used to be
God; now they claim to be acting for “the sake of the planet” or “the
ecosystem” or “the future”.

As far as the planet is concerned, it is not concerned. It is a lump of rock. It
is inhabited by clumps of self-replicating molecules we call life forms, the
purpose of which is to reverse entropy for as long as possible, by capturing
energy from the sun or from other life forms. The ecosystem is simply the
flow of captured energy between these life forms. It has no values, no wishes,
no demands. It neither offers nor recognises cruelty or kindness.



Like other life forms, we exist only to replicate ourselves. We have become
so complex only because that enables us to seize more energy. One day,
natural selection will shake us off the planet. Our works won’t even be
forgotten. There will be nothing capable of remembering.

But a curious component of our complexity is that, in common with other
complex forms, we have evolved a capacity for suffering. We suffer when the
world becomes a less pleasant and fascinating place. We suffer because we
perceive the suffering of others. It seems to me that the only higher purpose
we could possibly possess is to seek to relieve suffering: our own and that of
other people and other animals. This is surely sufficient cause for any project
we might attempt. It is sufficient cause for the protection of fine art or rare
books. It is sufficient cause for the protection of rare wildlife.

Biodiversity, in other words, matters because it matters. If we are to protect
wildlife, we must do it for ourselves. We need not pretend that anything else
is bidding us to do so. We need not pretend that anyone depends upon the
king protea or the golden toad or the silky sifaka for their survival. But we
can say that, as far as we are concerned, the world would be a poorer place
without them.

January 13 2004

Bring Them Back

It hardly compares in importance to the invasion of Iraq, or the fall of the
dollar, or the outcome of the next election. But in some ways the decision we
are being asked to make will say more about us and the world we choose to
inhabit than any of the grand political themes.

Last week a man called Paul Lister held a conference in Scotland. He
explained that, if his plans are accepted by the public, within five years he
will be able to reintroduce the wolf, the bear, the Eurasian lynx, the wild boar
and the European bison to the Highlands. Similar claims have been made
before, but Lister is the first enthusiast who can make it happen. He has
millions of pounds and a 23,000 acre estate. He wants his land to become the
core of a much larger conservation area. Another landowner, Paul van
Vlissingen, has volunteered to add his 81,000 acres to the scheme. As
animals like wolves and lynxes are smart and agile enough to escape from



almost any large enclosure, this is, in effect, a proposal to repopulate Britain
with its extinct native wildlife.

Two days later, we discovered that the mammals had pre-empted them. A
herd of wild boar, the fourth to have established itself in this country, has
emerged from the Forest of Dean, having escaped, it seems, from a farm. The
government must decide whether or not to let it survive. The big wild animals
are returning. It is an attractive idea, with unattractive implications.

Though the advocates of reintroduction sometimes seek to deny it, four out
of five of the species they hope to bring back are dangerous to humans. A
couple of years ago Mr van Vlissingen told The Times that there have been
no known cases of a wolf killing a person in Europe during the last 100
years.1 If this were true, then the objections to reintroduction would be harder
to sustain. But it is not. Twenty-one people were attacked by healthy wolves
in Europe between 1950 and 2000, and four of them were killed.2 Five others
(though this should not be an issue in Britain) were killed by wolves with
rabies.3 Lynx won’t hurt anyone, but European brown bears, though less
aggressive than North American grizzlies, killed 36 people in the twentieth
century.4 Though only a few hundred boar are living in the British
countryside, several people have already been chased by them.5 The boar
aren’t half as scary as the bison, as the photos in this month’s BBC Wildlife
magazine testify: a herd in Poland appears to be playing volleyball with a
wild boar it has gored to death.

An admiration for large wild animals often appears to be linked with a
contempt for human life. “And I think in this empty world there was room for
me and a mountain lion”, D. H. Lawrence wrote. “And I think in the world
beyond how easily we might spare a million or two of humans / And never
miss them.”6 John Aspinall and Joy Adamson would have nodded
vehemently. There is a certain kind of ill-adjusted person who seems to
project himself into the mind of a predator, roaming across a world without
people.

The risk of being attacked by one of these beasts is tiny by comparison with
almost any of the other hazards we confront. In Canada, where bears
occasionally prey on people, you are 67 times more likely to be killed by a
domestic dog, and 374 times as likely to be killed by lightning.7 But it’s a
risk that those who would introduce these animals impose on other people,
with or without their consent. It is hard to argue with the verse with which



anyone who picks up a shotgun is instructed: “All the pheasants ever bred /
Won’t repay for one man dead.” If we believe that human lives are more
important than animal lives, and if even one person is killed by a wild animal
deliberately reintroduced into this country, is that not too great a price to pay
for the purely aesthetic benefit of restoring our native wildlife?

I am not convinced that it is. If every tree that grows close to a road or a
house were felled, dozens of human lives could be saved; but you would be
hard put to find anyone who thinks this is a good idea. The French
government ran into massive opposition when it tried to clear the famous
avenues that line its country roads. A few extra deaths are considered, by
most French people, to be a fair exchange for the preservation of some
flickering shade. When a city council in Britain proposed to cut down a row
of horse chestnut trees because children might be hurt when collecting
conkers, or might hurt someone else when throwing sticks and stones into the
branches, it caused a national outcry. Similarly, we use public money, which
could be spent on the National Health Service, to support galleries, museums
and parks. In all these cases, aesthetic concerns are weighed against human
life, and permitted by society to win.

There is, of course, a moral difference between failing to eliminate existing
risks and introducing new ones. But, in permitting public bodies to plant new
trees or dig new ponds, we commission them to trade human survival against
a diffuse social pleasure. Unlike the businessmen who want to be allowed to
expose their workers to dangerous industrial practices in order to boost their
profits, the tree planters give us something in return for the risk they impose
on us.

This might make sense even in terms of moral arithmetic: people who live
in unstimulating places are more likely to become depressed, and people who
become depressed are more likely to kill themselves. Dramatic but mildly
dangerous life forms – or just the excitement of knowing that they are out
there somewhere – might even save lives.

And the vision of those who would deny room in this empty world for large
wild animals is surely as misanthropic as D. H. Lawrence’s. When
Norwegian hunters set out to eliminate the wolves that kill a few dozen sheep
in that country each year, or when, as they did last month, French hunters
shoot the last female Pyrenean brown bear, we are rightly outraged. We see
in them an intolerance of diversity, of contingency, of unruliness. They
would reduce the world to a money-making monoculture, a bland, controlled,



mechanical place that is as hostile to the needs of humans as it is to the needs
of animals.

I want to live in a land in which wolves might prowl. In which, as I have
done in eastern Poland, I can follow a bend in a forest path and come face to
face with a bison. In which, as I have done in the Pyrenees, I can stumble
across a pair of wild boar sleeping under a bush. I am prepared to exchange a
small risk to my life for the thrill of encountering that which lies beyond it.
This is a romantic proposition, I admit. But is it not also a rational one?

December 7 2004

Seeds of Distraction

The question is as simple as this: do you want a few corporations to
monopolise the global food supply? If the answer is yes, you should welcome
the announcement the government is expected to make today, that the
commercial planting of a genetically modified crop in Britain can go ahead.
If the answer is no, you should regret it. The principal promotional effort of
the genetic engineering industry is to distract us from this question.

GM technology permits companies to ensure that everything we eat is
owned by them. They can patent the seeds and the processes that give rise to
them. They can make sure that crops can’t be grown without their patented
chemicals. They can prevent seeds from reproducing themselves. By buying
up competing seed companies and closing them down, they can capture the
food market, the biggest and most diverse market of all.

No one in his right mind would welcome this, so the corporations must
persuade us to focus on something else. At first they talked of enhancing
consumer choice, but when the carrot failed, they switched to the stick. Now
we are told that unless we support the deployment of GM crops in Britain,
our science base will collapse. And that, by refusing to eat GM products in
Europe, we are threatening the developing world with starvation. Both
arguments are – shall we say? – imaginative, but in public relations cogency
counts for little. All that matters is that you spin the discussion out for long
enough to achieve the necessary result. And that means recruiting eminent
figures to make the case on your behalf.

Last October, 114 scientists, many of whom receive funding from the



biotech industry, sent an open letter to the prime minister claiming that
Britain’s lack of enthusiasm for GM crops “will inhibit our ability to
contribute to scientific knowledge internationally”.1 Scientists specialising in
this field, they claimed, were being forced to leave the country to find work
elsewhere.

Now, forgive me if you’ve heard this before, but it seems to need repeating.
GM crops are not science. They are technological products of science. To
claim, as Tony Blair and several senior scientists have done, that those who
oppose GM are “anti-science” is like claiming that those who oppose
chemical weapons are anti-chemistry. Scientists are under no greater
obligation to defend GM food than they are to defend the manufacture of
Barbie dolls.

This is not to say that the signatories were wrong to claim that some
researchers, who have specialised in the development of engineered crops,
are now leaving Britain to find work elsewhere. As the public has rejected
their products, the biotech companies have begun withdrawing from this
country, and they are taking their funding with them. But if scientists attach
their livelihoods to the market, they can expect their livelihoods to be
affected by market forces. The people who wrote to Blair seem to want it
both ways: commercial funding, insulated from commercial decisions.

In truth, the biotech companies’ contribution to research in Britain has been
small. Far more money has come from the government. Its Biotechnology
and Biological Sciences Research Council, for example, funds 26 projects on
GM crops and just one on organic farming.2 If scientists want a source of
funding that’s unlikely to be jeopardised by public concern, they should
lobby for this ratio to be reversed.

But the plight of the men in white coats isn’t much of a tear-jerker. A far
more effective form of emotional blackmail is the one deployed in the
Guardian last week by Lord Taverne, the founder of the Prima PR
consultancy. “The strongest argument in favour of developing GM crops”, he
wrote, “is the contribution they can make to reducing world poverty, hunger
and disease.”3

There’s little doubt that some GM crops produce higher yields than some
conventional crops, or that they can be modified to contain more nutrients,
though both of these developments have been over-hyped. Two projects have
been cited everywhere: a sweet potato being engineered in Kenya to resist
viruses, and vitamin A-enhanced rice. The first scheme has just collapsed.



Despite $6m of funding from Monsanto, the World Bank and the US
government, and endless hype in the press, it turns out to have produced no
improvement in virus resistance, and a decrease in yield.4 Just over the border
in Uganda, a far cheaper conventional breeding programme has almost
doubled sweet potato yields. The other, never more than a concept, now turns
out not to work even in theory: malnourished people appear not to be able to
absorb vitamin A in this form.5 But none of this stops Lord Taverne, or
George Bush, or the Nuffield Council on Bioethics, from citing them as
miracle cures for global hunger.

But some trials of this kind are succeeding, improving both yield and
nutritional content. Despite the best efforts of the industry’s boosters to
confuse the two ideas, however, this does not equate to feeding the world.

The world has a surplus of food, but still people go hungry. They go hungry
because they cannot afford to buy it. They cannot afford to buy it because the
sources of wealth and the means of production have been captured, and in
some cases monopolised, by landowners and corporations. The purpose of
the biotech industry is to capture and monopolise the sources of wealth and
the means of production.

Now, in some places governments or unselfish private researchers are
producing GM crops that are free from patents and not dependent on the
application of proprietary pesticides, and these could well be of benefit to
small farmers in the developing world. But Taverne and the other
propagandists are seeking to persuade us to approve a corporate model of
GM development in the rich world, in the hope that this will somehow
encourage the opposite model to develop in the poor world.

Indeed, it is hard to see what on earth the production of crops for local
people in poor nations has to do with consumer preferences in Britain. Like
the scientists who wrote to Blair, the emotional blackmailers want to have it
both ways: these crops are being grown to feed starving people, but the
starving people won’t be able to eat them unless, er . . . they can export this
food to Britain.

And here we encounter the perpetually neglected truth about GM crops.
The great majority are not being grown to feed local people. In fact, they are
not being grown to feed people at all, but to feed livestock, the meat, milk
and eggs from which are then sold to the world’s richer consumers. The GM
maize the government is expected to approve today is no exception. If in the
next 30 years there is a global food crisis, it will be partly because the arable



land that should be producing food for humans is instead producing feed for
animals.

The biotech companies are not interested in whether or not science is
flourishing or people are starving. They simply want to make money. The
best way to make money is to control the market. But before you can control
the market, you must first convince people that there’s something else at
stake.

March 9 2004



Arguments With War



Thwart Mode

There is little that those of us who oppose the coming war with Iraq can now
do to prevent it. George Bush has staked his credibility on the project; he has
mid-term elections to consider, oil supplies to secure and a flagging war on
terror to revive. Our voices are as little heeded in the White House as the
singing of the birds.

Our role is now, perhaps, confined to the modest but necessary task of
demonstrating the withdrawal of our consent, while seeking to undermine the
moral confidence that could turn the attack on Iraq into a war against all those
states perceived to offend US strategic interests. No task is more urgent than
to expose the two lies contained in George Bush’s radio address on Saturday,
namely that “the United States does not desire military conflict, because we
know the awful nature of war”, and “we hope that Iraq complies with the
world’s demands”.1 Mr Bush appears to have done everything in his power to
prevent Iraq from complying with the world’s demands, while ensuring that
military conflict becomes inevitable.

On July 4 this year, Kofi Annan, the secretary general of the United
Nations, began negotiating with Iraq over the return of UN weapons
inspectors. Iraq had resisted UN inspections for three and a half years, but
now it felt the screw turning and appeared to be on the point of capitulation.
On July 5, the Pentagon leaked its war plan to the New York Times. The US,
a Pentagon official revealed, was preparing “a major air campaign and land
invasion”, to “topple President Saddam Hussein”.2 The talks immediately
collapsed.

Ten days ago, they were about to resume. Hans Blix, the head of the UN
inspections body, was due to meet Iraqi officials in Vienna to discuss the
practicalities of re-entering the country. The US air force launched bombing



raids on Basra, in southern Iraq, destroying a radar system. As the Russian
government pointed out, the attack could scarcely have been better designed
to scupper the talks.3 But this time the Iraqis, mindful of the consequences of
excluding the inspectors, kept talking. Last Tuesday, they agreed to let the
UN back in. The State Department immediately announced, with more
candour than elegance, that it would “go into thwart mode”.4

It wasn’t bluffing. The following day, it leaked the draft resolution on
inspections that it was placing before the UN Security Council.5 This
resembles nothing so much as a plan for unopposed invasion. The decisions
about which sites should be inspected would no longer be made by the UN
alone, but also by “any permanent member of the Security Council”, such as
the United States. The people inspecting these sites could also be chosen by
the US, and they would enjoy “unrestricted rights of entry into and out of
Iraq” and “the right to free, unrestricted and immediate movement” within
Iraq, “including unrestricted access to presidential sites”. They would be
permitted to establish “regional bases and operating bases throughout Iraq”,
where they would be “accompanied . . . by sufficient US security forces to
protect them”. They would have the right to declare exclusion zones, no-fly
zones and “ground and air transit corridors”. They would be allowed to fly
and land as many planes, helicopters and surveillance drones in Iraq as they
want, to set up “encrypted communication” networks, and to seize “any
equipment” they chose to lay hands on.

The resolution, in other words, could not have failed to remind Iraq of the
alleged infiltration of the UN team in 1996. Both the Iraqi government and
the former inspector Scott Ritter maintain that the weapons inspectors were
joined that year by CIA covert operations specialists, who used the UN‘s
special access to collect information and encourage the Republican Guard to
launch a coup. On Thursday, Britain and the United States instructed the
weapons inspectors not to enter Iraq until the new resolution has been
adopted.

As Milan Rai’s new book, War Plan Iraq, documents, the US has been
undermining disarmament for years.6 The UN‘s principal means of
persuasion was paragraph 22 of the Security Council’s resolution 687, which
promised that economic sanctions would be lifted once Iraq ceased to possess
weapons of mass destruction. But in April 1994, Warren Christopher, the US
Secretary of State, unilaterally withdrew this promise, removing Iraq’s main
incentive to comply. Three years later his successor, Madeleine Albright,



insisted that sanctions would not be lifted while Saddam remained in power.
The US government maintains that Saddam Hussein expelled the UN

inspectors from Iraq in 1998, but this is not true. On October 30 1998, the US
rejected a new UN proposal by again refusing to lift the oil embargo if Iraq
disarmed. On the following day, the Iraqi government announced that it
would cease to cooperate with the inspectors. In fact it permitted them to
continue working, and over the next six weeks they completed around 300
operations. On December 14, Richard Butler, the head of the inspection team,
published a curiously contradictory report. The body of the report recorded
that over the past month “the majority of the inspections of facilities and sites
under the ongoing monitoring system were carried out with Iraq’s
cooperation”, but his well-publicised conclusion was that “no progress” had
been made.7 Russia and China accused Butler of bias. On December 15, the
US ambassador to the UN warned him that his team should leave Iraq for its
own safety. Butler pulled out, and on the following day the US started
bombing Iraq.

From that point on, Saddam Hussein refused to allow UN inspectors to
return. At the end of last year, Jose Bustani, the head of the Organisation for
the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, proposed a means of resolving the
crisis. His organisation had not been involved in the messy business of 1998,
so he offered to send in his own inspectors and complete the job the UN had
almost finished. The US responded by demanding Bustani’s dismissal. The
other member states agreed to depose him only after the United States
threatened to destroy the organisation if he stayed.8 Now Hans Blix, the head
of the new UN inspectorate, may also be feeling the heat. On Tuesday he
insisted that he would take his orders only from the Security Council. On
Thursday, after an hour-long meeting with US officials, he agreed with the
Americans that there should be no inspections until a new resolution had
been approved.9

For the past eight years, the US, with Britain’s help, appears to have been
seeking to prevent a resolution of the crisis in Iraq. It is almost as if Iraq has
been kept on ice, as a necessary enemy to be warmed up whenever the
occasion demands. Today, as the economy slides and Bin Laden’s latest
mocking message suggests that the war on terrorism has so far failed, an
enemy that can be located and bombed is more necessary than ever. A just
war can be pursued only when all peaceful means have been exhausted. In
this case, the peaceful means have been averted.



October 8 2002

One Rule for Us

Suddenly, the government of the United States has discovered the virtues of
international law. It may be waging an illegal war against a sovereign state; it
may be seeking to destroy every treaty that impedes its attempts to run the
world, but when five of its captured soldiers were paraded in front of the Iraqi
television cameras on Sunday, Donald Rumsfeld, the US defence secretary,
immediately complained that “it is against the Geneva convention to show
photographs of prisoners of war in a manner that is humiliating for them”.1

He is, of course, quite right. Article 13 of the third convention, concerning
the treatment of prisoners, insists that they “must at all times be protected . . .
against insults and public curiosity”.2 This may number among the less
heinous of the possible infringements of the laws of war, but the conventions,
ratified by Iraq in 1956, are non-negotiable. If you break them, you should
expect to be prosecuted for war crimes.

This being so, Rumsfeld had better watch his back. For this enthusiastic
convert to the cause of legal warfare is, as head of the Department of
Defense, responsible for a series of crimes sufficient, were he ever to be tried,
to put him away for the rest of his natural life.

His prison camp in Guantanamo Bay, in Cuba, where 641 men (nine of
whom are British citizens) are held, breaches no fewer than 15 articles of the
third convention. The US government broke the first of these (article 13) as
soon as the prisoners arrived, by displaying them, just as the Iraqis have
done, on television. In this case, however, they were not encouraged to
address the cameras. They were kneeling on the ground, hands tied behind
their backs, wearing blacked-out goggles and earphones. In breach of article
18, they had been stripped of their own clothes and deprived of their
possessions. They were then interned in a penitentiary (against article 22),
where they were denied proper mess facilities (article 26), canteens (article
28), religious premises (article 34), opportunities for physical exercise (article
38), access to the text of the convention (article 41), freedom to write to their
families (articles 70 and 71), and parcels of food and books (article 72).3

They were not “released and repatriated without delay after the cessation of



active hostilities” (article 118), because, the US authorities say, their
interrogation might, one day, reveal interesting information about al-Qaida.
Article 17 rules that captives are obliged to give only their name, rank,
number and date of birth. No “coercion may be inflicted on prisoners of war
to secure from them information of any kind whatever”. In the hope of
breaking them, however, the authorities have confined them to solitary cells
and subjected them to what is now known as “torture lite”: sleep deprivation
and constant exposure to bright light.4 Unsurprisingly, several of the
prisoners have sought to kill themselves, by smashing their heads against the
walls or trying to slash their wrists with plastic cutlery.5

The US government claims that these men are not subject to the Geneva
Conventions, as they are not “prisoners of war”, but “unlawful combatants”.
The same claim could be made, with rather more justice, by the Iraqis
holding the US soldiers who illegally invaded their country. But this
redefinition is itself a breach of article 4 of the third convention, under which
people detained as suspected members of a militia (the Taliban) or a
volunteer corps (al-Qaida) must be regarded as prisoners of war.

Even if there is doubt about how such people should be classified, article 5
insists that they “shall enjoy the protection of the present Convention until
such time as their status has been determined by a competent tribunal”.6 But
when, earlier this month, lawyers representing 16 of them demanded a court
hearing, the US Court of Appeals ruled that as Guantanamo Bay is not
sovereign US territory, the men have no constitutional rights. Many of these
prisoners appear to have been working in Afghanistan as teachers, engineers
or aid workers. If the US government either tried or released them, its
embarrassing lack of evidence would be brought to light.

You would hesitate to describe these prisoners as lucky, unless you knew
what had happened to some of the other men captured by the Americans and
their allies in Afghanistan. On November 21 2001, around 8000 Taliban
soldiers and Pashtun civilians surrendered at Konduz to the Northern
Alliance commander General Abdul Rashid Dostum. Many of them have
never been seen again. As Jamie Doran’s film Afghan Massacre – Convoy of
Death records, some hundreds, possibly thousands, of them were loaded into
container lorries at Qala-i-Zeini, near the town of Mazar-i-Sharif, on
November 26 and 27.7 The doors were sealed and the lorries were left to
stand in the sun for several days. At length, they departed for Sheberghan
prison, 120 kilometres away. The prisoners, many of whom were dying of



thirst and asphyxiation, started banging on the sides of the trucks. Dostum’s
men stopped the convoy and machine-gunned the containers. When they
arrived at Sheberghan, most of the captives were dead.8

The US special forces running the prison watched the bodies being
unloaded. They instructed Dostum’s men to “get rid of them before satellite
pictures can be taken”.9 Doran interviewed a Northern Alliance soldier
guarding the prison. “I was a witness when an American soldier broke one
prisoner’s neck. The Americans did whatever they wanted. We had no power
to stop them.”10 Another soldier alleged, “They took the prisoners outside
and beat them up and then returned them to the prison. But sometimes they
were never returned and they disappeared.”11

Many of the survivors were loaded back into the containers with the
corpses, then driven out to a place in the desert called Dasht-i-Leili. In the
presence of between 30 and 40 US special forces, both the living and the
dead were dumped into ditches. Anyone who moved was shot. The German
newspaper Die Zeit investigated the claims and concluded that “No one
doubted that the Americans had taken part. Even at higher levels there are no
doubts on this issue.”12 The US group Physicians for Human Rights visited
the places identified by Doran’s witnesses and found that they “all . . .
contained human remains consistent with their designation as possible
gravesites.”13

It should not be necessary to point out that hospitality of this kind also
contravenes the third Geneva convention, which prohibits “violence to life
and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment and
torture”, as well as extrajudicial execution. Donald Rumsfeld’s department,
assisted by a pliant media, has done all it can to suppress Jamie Doran’s
film,14 while General Dostum has begun to assassinate his witnesses.15

It is not hard, therefore, to see why the US government fought first to
prevent the establishment of the International Criminal Court and then to
ensure that its own citizens are not subject to its jurisdiction. The five soldiers
dragged in front of the cameras yesterday should thank their lucky stars that
they are prisoners not of the American forces fighting for civilisation, but of
the “barbaric and inhuman” Iraqis.

March 25 2003



Dreamers and Idiots

Those who would take us to war must first shut down the public imagination.
They must convince us that there is no other means of preventing invasion, or
conquering terrorism, or even defending human rights. When information is
scarce, imagination is easy to control. As intelligence gathering and
diplomacy are conducted in secret, we seldom discover, until it is too late,
how plausible the alternatives may be.

So those of us who called for peace before the wars with Iraq and
Afghanistan were mocked as effeminate dreamers. The intelligence our
governments released suggested that Saddam Hussein and the Taliban were
immune to diplomacy or negotiation. Faced with such enemies, what would
we do? the hawks asked, and our responses felt timid beside the clanking
rigours of war. To the columnist David Aaronovitch, we were “indulging . . .
in a cosmic whinge”.1 To the Daily Telegraph, we had become “Osama bin
Laden’s useful idiots”.2

Had the options been as limited as the western warlords and their bards
suggested, this may have been true. But, as many of us suspected at the time,
we were lied to. Most of the lies are now familiar: there appear to have been
no weapons of mass destruction, and no evidence to suggest that, as President
Bush claimed in March, Saddam had “trained and financed . . . al Qaeda”.3
Bush and Blair, as their courtship of the president of Uzbekistan reveals,
appear to possess no genuine concern for the human rights of foreigners.

But a further, and even graver, set of lies is only now beginning to come to
light. Even if all the claims Bush and Blair made about their enemies and
their motives had been true, and all their objectives had been legal and just,
there may still have been no need to go to war. For, as we discovered last
week, Saddam Hussein proposed to give Bush and Blair almost everything
they wanted before a shot had been fired.4 Our governments appear both to
have withheld this information from the public and to have lied to us about
the possibilities for diplomacy.

Over the four months before the coalition forces invaded Iraq, Saddam
Hussein’s government made a series of increasingly desperate offers to the
United States. In December, the Iraqi intelligence services approached
Vincent Cannistraro, the CIA‘s former head of counter-terrorism, with an
offer to prove that Iraq was not linked to the September 11 attacks, and to



permit several thousand US troops to enter the country to look for weapons of
mass destruction.5 If the object was regime change, then Saddam, the agents
claimed, was prepared to submit himself to internationally monitored
elections within two years.6 According to Mr Cannistraro, these proposals
reached the White House, but were “turned down by the president and vice
president”.7

By February, Saddam’s negotiators were offering almost everything the US
government could wish for: free access to the FBI to look for weapons of
mass destruction wherever it wanted, support for the US position on Israel
and Palestine, even rights over Iraq’s oil.8 Among the people they contacted
was Richard Perle, the security adviser who for years had been urging a war
with Iraq. He passed their offers to the Central Intelligence Agency. Last
week he told the New York Times that the CIA had replied: “Tell them that
we will see them in Baghdad.”9

Saddam Hussein, in other words, appears to have done everything possible
to find a diplomatic alternative to the impending war, and the US government
appears to have done everything necessary to frustrate it. This is the opposite
to what we were told by George Bush and Tony Blair. On March 6, 13 days
before the war began, Bush said to journalists: “I want to remind you that it’s
his choice to make as to whether or not we go to war. It’s Saddam’s choice.
He’s the person that can make the choice of war and peace. Thus far, he’s
made the wrong choice.”10 Ten days later, Blair told a press conference: “We
have provided the right diplomatic way through this, which is to lay down a
clear ultimatum to Saddam: cooperate or face disarmament by force . . . all
the way through we have tried to provide a diplomatic solution.”11 On March
17, Bush claimed that “Should Saddam Hussein choose confrontation, the
American people can know that every measure has been taken to avoid
war.”12 All these statements are false.

The same thing happened before the war with Afghanistan. On September
20 2001, the Taliban offered to hand Osama bin Laden to a neutral Islamic
country for trial if the US presented them with evidence that he was
responsible for the attacks on New York and Washington.13 The US rejected
the offer. On October 1, six days before the bombing began, the Taliban
repeated it, and their representative in Pakistan told reporters “we are ready
for negotiations. It is up to the other side to agree or not. Only negotiation
will solve our problems.”14 Bush was asked about this offer at a press



conference the following day. He replied: “There’s no negotiations. There’s
no calendar. We’ll act on our time [sic].” 15

On the same day, Tony Blair, in his speech to the Labour party conference,
ridiculed the idea that we could “look for a diplomatic solution”. “There is no
diplomacy with Bin Laden or the Taliban regime . . . I say to the Taliban:
surrender the terrorists; or surrender power. It’s your choice.”16 Well, they
had just tried to exercise that choice, but George Bush had rejected it.

Of course, neither Bush nor Blair had any reason to trust the Taliban or
Saddam Hussein: these people were, after all, negotiating under duress. But
neither did they have any need to trust them. In both cases they could have
presented their opponents with a deadline for meeting the concessions they
had offered. Nor could the allies argue that the offers were not worth
considering because they were inadequate: both the Taliban and Saddam
Hussein were attempting to open negotiations, not to close them; there
appeared to be plenty of scope for bargaining. In other words, peaceful
resolutions were rejected before they were attempted. What this means is that
even if all the other legal tests for these wars had been met (they had not),
both would still have been waged in defiance of international law. The
charter of the United Nations specifies that “the parties to any dispute . . .
shall, first of all, seek a solution by negotiation.”17

None of this matters to the enthusiasts for war. That these conflicts were
unjust and illegal, that they killed or maimed tens of thousands of civilians, is
irrelevant, as long as their aims were met. So the hawks should ponder this.
Had a peaceful resolution of these disputes been attempted, Osama bin Laden
might now be in custody, Iraq might be a pliant and largely peaceful nation
finding its own way to democracy, and the prevailing sentiment within the
Muslim world might be sympathy for the United States, rather than anger and
resentment. Now, who are the dreamers and the useful idiots, and who the
pragmatists?

November 11 2003

The Moral Myth

It is no use telling the hawks that bombing a country in which al-Qaida was
not operating was unlikely to rid the world of al-Qaida. It is no use arguing



that had the billions spent on the war with Iraq been used instead for
intelligence and security, atrocities such as last week’s attacks in Istanbul
may have been prevented. As soon as one argument for the invasion and
occupation of Iraq collapses, they switch to another. Over the past month,
almost all the warriors – Bush, Blair, and the belligerents in both the
conservative and the liberal press – have fallen back on the last line of
defence, the argument we know as “the moral case for war”.

Challenged in the Commons by the MP Pete Wishart on Wednesday over
those devilishly uncooperative weapons of mass destruction, for example,
Tony Blair dodged the question. “What everyone should realise is that if
people like the honourable gentleman had had their way, Saddam Hussein,
his sons and his henchmen would still be terrorising people in Iraq. I find it
quite extraordinary that he thinks that that would be a preferable state of
affairs.”1

I do believe that there was a moral case for deposing Saddam Hussein, who
was one of the world’s most revolting tyrants, by violent means. I also
believe that there was a moral case for not doing so, and that this case was the
stronger. That Saddam is no longer president of Iraq is, without question, a
good thing. But against this we must weigh the killing or mutilation of
thousands of people; the possibility of civil war in Iraq; the anger and
resentment the invasion has generated throughout the Muslim world and the
creation, as a result, of a more hospitable environment in which terrorists can
operate; the reassertion of imperial power; and the vitiation of international
law. It seems to me that these costs outweigh the undoubted benefit.

But the key point, overlooked by all those who have made the moral case
for war, is this: that a moral case is not the same as a moral reason. Whatever
the argument for toppling Saddam Hussein on humanitarian grounds may
have been, this is not why Bush and Blair went to war.

A superpower does not have moral imperatives. It has strategic imperatives.
Its purpose is not to sustain the lives of other people, but to sustain itself.
Concern for the rights and feelings of others is an impediment to the pursuit
of its objectives. It can make the moral case, but that doesn’t mean that it is
motivated by the moral case.

Writing in the Observer recently, David Aaronovitch argued in favour of
US intervention, while suggesting that it could be improved by means of
some policy changes. “Sure, I want them to change. I want more consistency.
I want Bush to stop tolerating the nastystans of Central Asia, to tell Ariel



where to get off, to treat allies with more respect, to dump the hubristic neo-
cons . . .”2 So say we all. But the White House is not a branch of Amnesty
International. When it suits its purposes to append a moral justification to its
actions, it will do so. When it is better served by supporting dictatorships like
Uzbekistan’s, expansionist governments like Ariel Sharon’s, and
organisations that torture and mutilate and murder, like the Colombian army
and (through it) the paramilitary AUC, it will do so. It armed and funded
Saddam Hussein when it needed to, it knocked him down when it needed to.
In neither case did it act because it cared about the people of his country. It
acted because it cared about its own interests. The US, like all superpowers,
does have a consistent approach to international affairs. But it is not morally
consistent; it is strategically consistent.

It is hard to see why we should expect anything else. All empires work
according to the rules of practical advantage, rather than those of kindness
and moral decency. In Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, Rubashov, the
fallen hero of the revolution, condemns himself for “having followed
sentimental impulses, and in so doing to have been led into contradiction with
historical necessity. I have lent my ear to the laments of the sacrificed, and
thus became deaf to the arguments which proved the necessity to sacrifice
them.”3 “Sympathy, conscience, disgust, despair, repentance and atonement”,
his interrogator reminds him, “are for us repellent debauchery”.4

Koestler, of course, was describing a different superpower, but these
considerations have always held true. During the Cold War, the two empires
supported whichever indigenous leaders advanced their interests. They
helped them to seize and retain power by massacring their own people, then
flung them into conflicts in which millions were killed. One of the reasons
why the US triumphed was that it possessed the resources to pursue that
strategy with more consistency than the Soviet Union could. Today the
necessity for mass murder has diminished. But those who imagine that the
strategic calculus has somehow been overturned are deceiving themselves.

There were plenty of hard-headed reasons for the United States to go to war
with Iraq. As Paul Wolfowitz, the deputy defense secretary, has admitted, the
occupation of that country permits the US to retain its presence in the Middle
East while removing “almost all of our forces from Saudi Arabia”.5 The
presence of “crusader forces on the holy land”6 was, he revealed, becoming
ever less sustainable. (Their removal, of course, was Osama bin Laden’s first
demand. Who said that terrorism does not work?) Retaining troops in the



Middle East permits the US to continue to exercise control over its oil
supplies, and thus to hold China, its new economic and political rival, to
ransom. The bombing of Iraq was used by Bush to show that his war on
terror had not lost momentum. And power, as anyone who possesses it
appreciates, is something you use or lose. Unless you flex your muscles, they
wither away.

We can’t say which of these motives was dominant, but we can say that
they are realistic reasons for war. The same cannot be said of a concern for
the human rights of foreigners. This is merely the cover under which one has
to act in a democracy.

But in debating the war, those of us who opposed it find ourselves drawn
into this fairy tale. We are obliged to argue about the relative moral merits of
leaving Saddam in place or deposing him, while we know, though we are
seldom brave enough to say it, that the moral issue is a distraction. The
genius of the hawks has been to oblige us to accept a fiction as the reference
point for debate.

Of course, it is possible for empires to do the right thing for the wrong
reasons, and upon this possibility the hawks may hang their last best hopes of
justification. But the wrong reasons, consistently applied, lead, at the global
level, to the wrong results. Let us argue about the moral case for war by all
means; but let us do so in the knowledge that it had nothing to do with the
invasion of Iraq.

November 25 2003

The Lies of the Press

So Andrew Gilligan, the BBC reporter who claimed that the government had
sexed up the intelligence about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, was
mostly right. Much of the rest of the media, which took the doctored
intelligence at face value, was wrong. The reward for getting it right was
public immolation and the sack. The punishment for getting it wrong was the
usual annual bonus. No government commissions inquiries to discover why
reporters reproduce the government’s lies.

All journalists make mistakes. When deadlines are short and subjects are
complicated, we are bound to get some things wrong. But the falsehoods



reproduced by the media before the invasion of Iraq were massive and
consequential; it is hard to see how Britain could have gone to war if the
press had done its job. If the newspapers have any interest in putting the
record straight, they should surely each be commissioning an inquiry of their
own.

Unlike the government’s, it should be independent, consisting perhaps of a
lawyer, a media analyst and an intelligence analyst. Its task would be to
assess the paper’s coverage of Iraq, decide what it got right and what it got
wrong, discover why the mistakes were made and what should be done to
prevent their repetition. Its report should be published in full by the paper.

No British newspaper is likely to emerge unharmed from such an inquiry.
The Independent, Independent on Sunday and the Guardian, which were the
most sceptical about the claims made by the government and intelligence
agencies, still got some important things wrong.

Much of the problem here is that certain falsehoods have slipped into the
political language. The Guardian, for example, has claimed on ten occasions
that the weapons inspectors were expelled from Iraq in 1998.
Embarrassingly, one of these claims was contained in an article called Iraq:
The Myth and the Reality.1 Even more embarrassingly, I was responsible for
another one of them.2 It’s not that any of us believe this to be the case; the
Guardian has published plenty of reports showing that the inspectors were
withdrawn by the UN after the US insisted that they should leave Iraq for
their own safety. But the lie is repeated so often by the government that it
keeps seeping back into our reports. More gravely, an article published on the
Guardian’s website in April 2002 reproduced false claims, first carried by
Vanity Fair, without sufficient caveats. The article alleged that Iraq was
developing a long-range ballistic missile system capable of carrying
chemical, biological and nuclear warheads.3

The Observer, I think, would do less well. It commissioned some brilliant
investigative reporting, which exposed many of the falsehoods reproduced
elsewhere in the media. But it also carried several reports that were simply
wrong.

It published five articles claiming that there were “direct Iraqi links with
the US hijackers” who destroyed the World Trade Center in 2001.4 One of
them suggested that “Iraqi training, intelligence and logistics were hidden
behind an Islamist facade”.5 Iraq, it claimed, “ran a terrorist camp for foreign
Islamists, where it taught them how to hijack planes with boxcutters”.6



Two reports suggested that the anthrax attacks in the United States in
October 2001 had “an ultimate Iraqi origin”.7 Another article maintained that
Iraq “has tried to buy thousands of . . . aluminium tubes, which American
officials believe were intended as components of centrifuges to enrich
uranium”.8 All these stories turn out to have been based on false information
supplied by the Iraqi National Congress and the US and UK intelligence
agencies.

Its editorials also appear to have been too willing to give Bush and Blair the
benefit of the doubt. In November 2002, for example, the paper maintained
that Saddam Hussein “expelled UN weapons inspectors in 1998; he
subsequently built up an arsenal of weapons of mass destruction . . . the real
responsibility [for averting war] lies with Saddam himself”.9 The paper
consistently argued that we should not go to war without an international
mandate, but still supported the invasion when that mandate didn’t
materialise.

The Observer published plenty of stories that contradicted these reports.
But a balance between true and false still averages out as partly false, and its
readers were left not knowing what to believe. In May this year, the paper
published an article by David Rose retracting some of the incorrect
material.10 I don’t think I’m alone in believing that it provided insufficient
redress. It failed to deal with the allegations of links between Iraq and al-
Qaida, or of Iraq’s responsibility for the anthrax attacks. And it seems wrong
that one journalist should take responsibility for decisions that must have
been approved elsewhere. This partial retraction contrasts uncomfortably
with the comprehensive apology published by the New York Times four days
before. “Editors at several levels who should have been challenging reporters
and pressing for more skepticism”, the NYT confessed, “were perhaps too
intent on rushing scoops into the paper . . . Articles based on dire claims
about Iraq tended to get prominent display, while follow-up articles that
called the original ones into question were sometimes buried. In some cases,
there was no follow-up at all.”11

But the Observer’s sins are minor by comparison to those of The Times,
and Sunday Times and the Daily and Sunday Telegraph. They all appear to
have been willing accomplices in the Pentagon’s campaign of disinformation.

By far the worst of these offenders is the Sunday Telegraph. In September
2001, it claimed that “the Iraqi leader had been providing al-Qaeda . . . with
funding, logistical back-up and advanced weapons training. His operations



reached a “frantic pace” in the past few months”.12 In October 2001, it
reported that “Saddam Hussein has relocated his chemical weapons factories
after the first case of anthrax poisoning in America . . . A senior Western
intelligence official said that . . . “The entire contents of their chemicals
weapons factories around Baghdad have been moving through the nights to
specially built bunkers.”13

In September 2002, it reported that “Saddam Hussein is developing
frightening new ways to deliver his arsenal of chemical and biological
weapons, including smallpox and the deadly VX nerve agent.”14 Another
report on the same day claimed that “Saddam is on the verge of possessing
crude nuclear devices that could be “delivered” using “unorthodox” means
such as on lorries or ships . . . Saddam has the capability to assemble all the
components required to make nuclear weapons.”15 In February 2003, it
claimed that “Iraq’s air force has advanced poison bombs”.16

All of these stories – and many others – appear to be false. But far from
retracting them, it keeps publishing new allegations, which look as dodgy as
its pre-war claims. Like the Observer, it appears to have been used by black
propagandists in the intelligence services and Iraqi defectors seeking to boost
their credentials. Unlike the Observer, it seems happy to be duped.

So who will hold the newspapers to account? It seems to me that the only
possible answer is you. You the readers must take us to task if we mislead
you. Pressure groups should be bombarding us with calls and emails – you’d
be amazed by the difference it makes. And if we don’t respond with openness
and honesty, you should cancel your subscriptions and look elsewhere for
your news.

July 20 2004

War Without Rules

Did US troops use chemical weapons in Falluja? The answer is yes. The
proof is not to be found in the documentary broadcast on Italian TV last
week, which has generated gigabytes of hype on the internet. It’s a turkey,
whose evidence that white phosphorus was fired at Iraqi troops is flimsy and
circumstantial.”1 But the bloggers debating it found the smoking gun.



The first account they unearthed comes from a magazine published by the
US Army. In the March 2005 edition of Field Artillery, officers from the 2nd
Infantry’s Fire Support Element boast about their role in the attack on Falluja
in November last year. On page 26 is the following text. “White
Phosphorous. WP proved to be an effective and versatile munition. We used
it for screening missions at two breeches and, later in the fight, as a potent
psychological weapon against the insurgents in trench lines and spider holes
when we could not get effects on them with HE [high explosives]. We fired
‘shake and bake’ missions at the insurgents, using WP to flush them out and
HE to take them out.”2

The second comes from a report in California’s North County Times, by a
staff reporter embedded with the Marines during the siege of Falluja in April
2004. “Gun up!” Millikin yelled . . . grabbing a white phosphorus round from
a nearby ammo can and holding it over the tube. ‘Fire!’ Bogert yelled, as
Millikin dropped it. The boom kicked dust around the pit as they ran through
the drill again and again, sending a mixture of burning white phosphorus and
high explosives they call ‘shake ’n’ bake’ into a cluster of buildings where
insurgents have been spotted all week.”3

White phosporus is not listed in the schedules of the Chemical Weapons
Convention. It can be legally used as a flare to illuminate the battlefield, or to
produce smoke to hide troop movements from the enemy. Like other unlisted
substances, it may be deployed for “Military purposes . . . not dependent on
the use of the toxic properties of chemicals as a method of warfare”.4 But it
becomes a chemical weapon as soon as it is used directly against people. A
chemical weapon can be “any chemical which through its chemical action on
life processes can cause death, temporary incapacitation or permanent
harm”.5

White phosphorus is fat-soluble and burns spontaneously on contact with
the air. According to globalsecurity.org, “The burns usually are multiple,
deep, and variable in size. The solid in the eye produces severe injury. The
particles continue to burn unless deprived of atmospheric oxygen . . . If
service members are hit by pieces of white phosphorus, it could burn right
down to the bone.”6 As it oxidises, it produces a smoke composed of
phosphorous pentoxide. According to the standard US industrial safety sheet,
the smoke “releases heat on contact with moisture and will burn mucous
surfaces . . . Contact with substance can cause severe eye burns and
permanent damage.”7

http://www.globalsecurity.org


Until last week, the US State Department maintained that US forces used
white phosphorus shells “very sparingly in Fallujah, for illumination
purposes. They were fired into the air to illuminate enemy positions at night,
not at enemy fighters.”8 Confronted with the new evidence, on Thursday it
changed its position. “We have learned that some of the information we were
provided . . . is incorrect. White phosphorus shells, which produce smoke,
were used in Fallujah not for illumination but for screening purposes, i.e.,
obscuring troop movements and, according to . . . Field Artillery magazine,
“as a potent psychological weapon against the insurgents in trench lines and
spider holes . . .” The article states that US forces used white phosphorous
rounds to flush out enemy fighters so that they could then be killed with high
explosive rounds.”9 The US government, in other words, appears to admit
that white phosphorus was used in Falluja as a chemical weapon.

The invaders have been forced into a similar climbdown over the use of
napalm in Iraq. In December 2004, the Labour MP Alice Mahon asked the
British armed forces minister, Adam Ingram, “whether napalm or a similar
substance has been used by the Coalition in Iraq (a) during and (b) since the
war”. “No napalm”, the minister replied, “has been used by Coalition forces
in Iraq either during the war-fighting phase or since.”10

This seemed odd to those who had been paying attention. There were
widespread reports that in March 2003 US Marines had dropped incendiary
bombs around the bridges over the Tigris and the Saddam Canal on the way
to Baghdad. The commander of Marine Air Group 11 admitted that “We
napalmed both those approaches.”11 Embedded journalists reported that
napalm was dropped at Safwan Hill on the border with Kuwait.12 In August
2003, the Pentagon confirmed that the Marines had dropped “Mark 77
firebombs”. Though the substance they contained was not napalm, its
function, the Pentagon’s information sheet said, was “remarkably similar”.13

While napalm is made from petrol and polystyrene, the gel in the Mark 77 is
made from kerosene and polystyrene. I doubt it makes much difference to the
people it lands on.

So, in January this year, the MP Harry Cohen refined Alice Mahon’s
question. He asked “whether Mark 77 firebombs have been used by Coalition
forces”. “The United States”, the minister replied “have confirmed to us that
they have not used Mark 77 firebombs, which are essentially napalm
canisters, in Iraq at any time.”14 The US government had lied to him. Mr



Ingram had to retract his statements in a private letter to the MPs in June.15

We were told that the war with Iraq was necessary for two reasons. Saddam
Hussein possessed biological and chemical weapons and might one day use
them against another nation. And the Iraqi people needed to be liberated from
his oppressive regime, which had, among its other crimes, used chemical
weapons to kill them. Tony Blair, Colin Powell, William Shawcross, David
Aaronovitch, Nick Cohen, Ann Clwyd and many others referred, in making
their case, to Saddam’s gassing of the Kurds at Halabja in 1988. They
accused those who opposed the war of caring nothing for the welfare of the
Iraqis.

Given that they care so much, why has none of these hawks spoken out
against the use of unconventional weapons by coalition forces? Ann Clwyd,
the Labour MP who turned from peace campaigner to chief apologist for an
illegal war, is, as far as I can discover, the only one of these armchair
warriors to engage with the issue. In May this year she wrote to the Guardian
to assure us that reports that a “modern form of napalm” had been used by
US forces “are completely without foundation. Coalition forces have not used
napalm – either during operations in Falluja, or at any other time.”16 How did
she know? The Foreign Office minister told her. Before the invasion, Ann
Clwyd travelled through Iraq to investigate Saddam’s crimes against his
people. She told the Commons that what she had discovered moved her to
tears. After the invasion, she took the minister’s word at face value, when a
thirty-second search on the internet could have told her it was bunkum. It
makes you wonder whether she, or any of the other enthusiasts for war, really
gave a damn about the people for whom they claimed to be campaigning.

Saddam Hussein, facing a possible death sentence, is accused of mass
murder, torture, false imprisonment, the embezzlement of billions, and the
use of chemical weapons. He is certainly guilty on all counts. So, it now
seems, are the people who overthrew him.

November 15 2005

A War of Terror

Last week, on the day George Bush delivered his State of the Union address,
the Pentagon received a visitor. A few hours before the president told the



American people that “we will not permit the triumph of violence in the
affairs of men”,1 General Carlos Ospina, head of the Colombian army, was
shaking hands with his American counterpart. He had come to discuss the
latest instalment of US military aid.

General Ospina has done well. Just four years ago, he was a lieutenant-
colonel in command of the army’s Fourth Brigade. He was promoted first to
divisional commander, then, in August last year, to chief of the army. But let
us dwell for a moment on his career as a brigadier, and his impressive
contribution to the war against terror.

According to Human Rights Watch, the Fourth Brigade, under Ospina’s
command, worked alongside the death squads controlled by the paramilitary
leader Carlos Castaño.2 A report published three years ago summarises the
results of an investigation carried out by the attorney general’s office in
Colombia. On October 25 1997, a force composed of Ospina’s regulars and
Castaño’s paramilitaries surrounded a village called El Aro, in a region
considered sympathetic to the country’s left-wing guerrillas. The soldiers
cordoned off the village while Castaño’s men moved in. They captured a
shopkeeper, tied him to a tree, gouged out his eyes, cut off his tongue and
castrated him. The other residents tried to flee, but were turned back by
Ospina’s troops. The paramilitaries then mutilated and beheaded 11 of the
villagers, including three children, burned the church, the pharmacy and most
of the houses and smashed the water pipes. When they left, they took 30
people with them, who are now listed among Colombia’s disappeared.3

This operation was unusual only in that it has been so well documented.
Among other sources, the investigators interviewed one Francisco Enrique
Villalba, who was a member of the death squad that carried out the massacre
and who had witnessed the prior coordination of the raid between the army
and Castaño’s lieutenants. The attack on El Aro was one of dozens of
atrocities that Human Rights Watch alleges were assisted by the Fourth
Brigade. Villalba testified that the brigade would “legalise” the killings his
squad carried out. The paramilitaries would hand the corpses of the civilians
they had murdered to the soldiers, and in return the soldiers would give them
grenades and munitions.4 The brigade would then dress the corpses in
military uniforms and claim them as the bodies of rebels it had shot.

A separate investigation by the Colombian internal affairs agency
documented hundreds of mobile phone and pager communications between
the death squads and officers of the Fourth Brigade, among them Lieutenant-



Colonel Ospina.5 On Tuesday, Ospina fiercely denied the allegations,
claiming that they were politically motivated and that “honest people around
the world know that we are serving our people well”.6

In the same press conference, however, he also revealed that this month the
Colombian government will start to deploy a new kind of “self-defence
force”, composed of armed civilians backed by the army. Human rights
groups allege that the government has simply legalised the death squads.

Official paramilitary forces of this kind were first mobilised by the current
president, Alvaro Uribe, when he was governor of the state of Antioquia in
the mid-1990s. The civilian forces he established there, like all the
paramilitaries working with the army, carried out massacres, the assassination
of peasant and trade union leaders, and what Colombians call “social
cleansing”: the killing of homeless people, drug addicts and petty criminals.
They joined forces with the unofficial death squads and began to profit from
drug trafficking.7 They were banned after Uribe ceased to be governor. One
of his first acts when he became president in August last year was to promote
General Ospina and instruct him to develop similar networks throughout the
contested regions of Colombia.

Uribe, a landowner with major business interests, was the US government’s
favoured candidate. After he was elected, but before he assumed the
presidency, it granted Colombia a special package of military aid worth $80
million.8 Its military funding, through programmes it calls Plan Colombia and
the Andean Regional Initiative, now amounts to $2 billion over the past four
years.9 At the beginning of last month, US special forces arrived in Colombia
to help train General Ospina’s troops. One of the two brigades they are
assisting – the Fifth – has also been named by Human Rights Watch for
alleged involvement in paramilitary killings. It has been equipped with
helicopters by the US army.10

The United States has been at war in Colombia for over 50 years. It has,
however, hesitated to explain precisely whom it is fighting. Officially, it is
now involved there in a “war on terror”. Before September 2001, it was a
“war on drugs”; before that, a “war on communism”. In essence, however,
US intervention in Colombia is unchanged: it remains a war on the poor.

There is little doubt that the FARC, the main left-wing rebel group, has
been diverted from its original revolutionary purpose by power politics and
the struggle for the control of drugs money. It finances itself partly through
extortion and kidnap. Whether it could fairly be described as a terrorist



network, though, is open to question. What is unequivocal is that the great
majority of the country’s political killings are committed not by FARC or the
other rebels, but by the right-wing paramilitaries working with the army.
Their task is to terrorise the population into acquiescence to the government’s
programmes.

The purpose of this unending war is to secure those parts of the country that
are rich in natural resources for Colombian landowners and foreign
multinationals. Colombia has one of the most unequal economies in the
world – the top 10% of the population earns 60 times as much as the bottom
10%11 – and there is no room in that country for both the aspirations of the
poor and the aspirations of the super-rich. One faction has to be suppressed.
The Colombian army is making the country safe for business. This is why,
over the past 10 years, the paramilitaries it works with have killed some
15,000 trade unionists, peasant and indigenous leaders, human rights
workers, land reform activists, left-wing politicians and their sympathisers.
This is why it is the world’s third largest recipient (after Israel and Egypt) of
US military aid.12

The people funding this programme are Britain’s allies in the war against
terror. They are the people who have awarded themselves the power to
arbitrate between good and evil. They are the people who will, within the
next few weeks, attack Iraq on behalf of civilisation. “Throughout the
twentieth century”, Bush told the United States last week, “small groups of
men seized control of great nations, built armies and arsenals, and set out to
dominate the weak and intimidate the world. In each case, their ambitions of
cruelty and murder had no limit.”13 America’s continuing adventure in
Colombia suggests that little has changed.

February 4 2003

Back to Front Coup

The relationship between governments and those who seek favours from
them has changed. Not long ago, lobbyists would visit politicians and bribe
or threaten them until they got what they wanted. Today, ministers lobby the
lobbyists. Whenever a big business pressure group holds its annual
conference or dinner, Tony Blair or Gordon Brown or another senior minister



will come and beg it not to persecute the government. George Bush flies
around the United States flattering the companies that might support his re-
election, offering tax breaks and subsidies even before they ask.

But while we are slowly becoming aware of the corporate capture of our
governments, we appear to have overlooked the growing power of another
recipient of this back-to-front lobbying. In the United States, a sort of reverse
military coup appears to be taking place. Both the president and the
opposition seem to be offering the armed forces, though they do not appear to
have requested it, an ever greater share of the business of government.

Every week, the State Department makes a list of Mr Bush’s most
important speeches and visits, to distribute to its embassies around the world.
The embassy in London has a public archive dating from June last year.
During this period, Bush has made 41 major speeches to live audiences. Of
these, 14 – just over a third – were delivered to military personnel or
veterans.1

Now Bush, of course, is commander-in-chief as well as president, and he
has every right to address the troops. But this commander-in-chief goes far
beyond the patriotic blandishments of previous leaders. He sometimes
dresses up in the uniform of the troops he is meeting. He quotes their mottoes
and songs, retells their internal jokes, mimics their slang. He informs the
“dog-faced soldiers” that they are “the rock of Marne”,2 or asks naval cadets
whether they give “the left-handed salute to Tecumseh, the God of 2.0”.3 The
television audience is mystified, but the men love him for it. He is, or so his
speeches suggest, one of them.

He starts by leading them in chants of “Hoo-ah! Hoo-ah!”, then plasters
them with praise, then reminds them that (unlike those of any other workers
in America) their pay, healthcare and housing are being upgraded. After this,
they will cheer everything he says. So he uses these occasions to attack his
opponents and announce new and often controversial policies. The Marines
were the first to be told about his interstate electricity grid;4 he instructed the
American Legion about the reform of the Medicare programme;5 last week
he explained his plans for the taxation of small businesses to the National
Guard.6 The troops may not have the faintest idea what he’s talking about,
but they cheer him to the rafters anyway. After that, implementing these
policies looks like a patriotic duty.

This strikes me as an abuse of his position as commander-in-chief, rather
like the use of Air Force One (the presidential aeroplane) for political



fundraising tours. The war against terror is a feeble excuse. Indeed, all this
began long before September 2001: between February and August of that
year he gave eight major speeches to the military, some of which were stuffed
with policy announcements.7

But there is a lot more at stake than merely casting the cloak of patriotism
over his corporate welfare programmes. Appeasing the armed forces has
become, for President Bush, a political necessity. He cannot win the next
election without them. Unless he can destroy the resistance in Iraq, the
resistance will destroy his political career. But crushing it requires the
continuous presence of a vast professional army and tens of thousands of
reservists. There is plenty of evidence to suggest that the troops do not want
to be there, and that at least some of their generals regard the invasion as
poorly planned. At the moment, Bush is using Donald Rumsfeld, the defence
secretary, as his lightning conductor, just as Blair is using Geoff Hoon. But if
he is to continue to deflect the anger of the troops, the president must give
them everything they might want, whether or not they have asked for it.

This is one of the reasons for a military budget that is now entirely
detached from any possible strategic reality. As the website www.wsws.org
has pointed out, when you add together the $368bn for routine spending, the
$19bn assigned to the Department of Energy for new nuclear weapons, the
$79bn already passed by Congress to fund the war in Iraq, and the $87bn that
Bush has just requested to sustain it, you find that the federal government is
now spending as much on war as it is on education, public health, housing,
employment, pensions, food aid and welfare put together8 (though, of course,
the federal government provides only some of the money for these items).
This is the sort of allocation you would expect in a third world military
dictatorship. But all this has come from the civilian leadership. It is not just
Bush. Such is the success of his reordering of national priorities that not a
single Democrat on the congressional appropriations panel dared to challenge
the government’s latest request.9

Bush’s other big problem, which has quietly tracked him ever since he
declared his candidacy, is that he is a draft-dodger who failed even to
discharge his duties as a national guardsman,10 while some of his most
prominent political opponents are war heroes and generals. To win the
Republican nomination, he had to beat John McCain, the fighter pilot and
prisoner of war who won the Silver Star, Bronze Star, Purple Heart, Legion
of Merit and Distinguished Flying Cross for his bravery in Vietnam. To go to

http://www.wsws.org


war with Iraq, Bush had to overcome the resistance of his Secretary of State,
Colin Powell, the general who was formerly chairman of the joint chiefs of
staff. To win the next election, he may have to beat Wesley Clark,
commander of Nato forces during the war in Yugoslavia and currently the
Democrats’ favoured candidate. Bush’s reverse coup has meant that the
Democrats must suck up to the armed forces as well, in order to be seen as a
patriotic party. Wesley Clark’s campaigning slogan is “a new American
patriotism”.11

The last general to have been appointed president, though as belligerent as
any other, understood that there was a potential conflict between his two
public roles. As a result, Dwight Eisenhower never wore a uniform while in
office, or engaged in the hooting and chest-thumping with which George
Bush greets his troops. His warning about the dangers of failing to contain
“the military-industrial complex” has been forgotten.12

Tony Blair has also played the tin soldier, but with less success. He was the
first western leader to arrive in Iraq after George Bush prematurely
announced victory there. But when he addressed the troops, they remained
silent. I am told by a good source that the generals are furious with him for
sending them to war on false pretences.

But in America, the armed forces, whether they want it or not, are being
dragged into the heart of political life. A mature democracy is in danger of
turning itself into a military state.

October 14 2003

Peace Is for Wimps

It’s described by a senior official at the Ministry of Defence as “a dead duck
. . . expensive and obsolete”.1 The editor of World Defence Systems calls it
“10 years out of date”.2 A former defence minister remarked that it is
“essentially flawed and out of date”.3 So how on earth did BAe Systems
manage to sell 72 Eurofighters to Saudi Arabia on Friday?

One answer is that it had some eminent salesmen. On July 2 2005, Tony
Blair secretly landed in Riyadh to persuade the Saudi princes that this flying
scrapheap was the must-have accessory every fashionable young despot



would be buying.4 Three weeks later the defence secretary, John Reid, turned
up to deploy his subtle charms.5 Somehow the deal survived, and last week
his successor, Des Browne, signed the agreement. All of which raises a
second question. Why are government ministers, even Blair himself, prepared
to reduce themselves to hawkers on behalf of our arms merchants?

Readers of this column will know that British governments are not averse
to helping big business, even when this conflicts with their stated policies.
But the support they offer the defence industry goes far beyond the assistance
they provide to anyone else.

Take the Defence Export Services Organisation (DESO), for example. This
is a government agency founded 40 years ago to smooth out foreign deals for
British arms companies. From its inception, this smoothing involved
baksheesh. It was established as a channel for “financial aids and incentives”
to corrupt officials in foreign governments.6

In 2003, after bribery of this kind became illegal in the United Kingdom,
the Guardian found an internal DESO document explaining its guidelines for
arms sales. “In certain parts of the world,” it said, “it has become
commonplace for special commissions to be required. This is a matter for
DESO, to whom all requests for special commission should be referred. If
DESO confirm that such payments can be made, contracts staff may need to
provide the means for payment.”7 A “special commission” is civil service
code for a bribe. The document suggests, in other words, that the British
government is overseeing the payment of bribes to foreign officials.

BAe’s previous deals with Saudi Arabia are surrounded by allegations of
corruption. It is alleged to have run a £60 million “slush fund” to oil the Al
Yamamah contracts brokered by Margaret Thatcher. The fund is said to have
been used to provide cash, cars, yachts, hotel rooms and prostitutes to Saudi
officials.8 One of the alleged beneficiaries was Prince Turki bin Nasser, the
Saudi minister for arms procurement.9 The Serious Fraud Office was
bounced by the Guardian’s revelations into opening an investigation. But
among the conditions the Saudi government laid down for the new deal is
that the investigation be dropped.10 Let’s see what happens.*

With this exception, the big arms companies appear to have been granted
immunity from inquiry or prosecution. Letters from the permanent secretary
at the Ministry of Defence, Sir Kevin Tebbit, show that he prevented the
ministry’s fraud squad from investigating the allegations against BAe; that he



failed to tell his minister about the investigation by the Serious Fraud Office;
and that he tipped off the chairman of BAe about the contents of a
confidential letter the Serious Fraud Office had sent him.11 When the US
government told him that BAe had allegedly engaged in corrupt practice in
the Czech Republic, Sir Kevin failed to inform the police.12

For 14 years, the government has suppressed a report by the National Audit
Office into the Al Yamamah deals. Earlier this summer the auditor general
refused even to hand it over to the Serious Fraud Office.13 A parliamentary
committee on arms exports published a report this month that expresses its
continuing frustration over the government’s reluctance to assist its
inquiries.14

It also shows that Mark Thomas, the stand-up comedian, has done more to
expose illegal arms deals than the Ministry of Defence, the Export Control
Organisation and HM Revenue and Customs put together, simply by
searching the internet and the trade press and attending the arms fairs the
British government hosts. In response, the government has investigated not
the companies, but the comedian. A confidential email from a civil servant
suggested that the trade minister, Richard Caborn, was seeking to gather
“background/dirt on him in order to rubbish him”.15 Caborn claims he was
misrepresented.

The only arms dealers to have been prosecuted since 2000 are five very
small fish. All of them escaped with a small fine or a suspended sentence,
including a man who made repeated attempts to export military parts to
Iran.16 Compare this with the treatment of those who upset the arms industry.
Nine anti-war campaigners in Derry who occupied the offices of the arms
company Raytheon have just been charged with aggravated burglary and
unlawful assembly.17 If convicted, they could be imprisoned for years.

Every government policy designed to protect our national interests or
promote world peace is torn up at the arms companies’ request. They are not
supposed to sell to dodgy regimes or countries in the midst of conflict. So let
them first export their arms to the Channel Islands, from where they can be
resold.18 Weapons may not be exported to any country unless it shows
“respect for human rights”.19 So get the Foreign Office to note “a small but
significant improvement” in the Saudi government’s performance, and carry
on as before.20

Should we be surprised to find, as The Times revealed yesterday, that



Israeli soldiers have found night-vision equipment made by a British
company in Hizbullah bunkers?21 Should we be surprised to discover that
despite a government commitment to sell Israel “no weapons, equipment or
components which could be deployed aggressively in the Occupied
Territories”,22 British companies have been supplying parts for its Apache
helicopters and F-16 bombers?23 The government seems to see the escalating
dangers in the Middle East as nothing but an opportunity for business.

Perhaps most damning is this. Blair claims that Britain’s security comes
first. Yet one of the means by which his government managed to secure this
deal was to speed it up. How? The Sunday Times reports that “the first 24
planes for the Saudis will be those at present allotted to the Royal Air Force,
with the RAF postponing its deliveries until later in the production run.”24 In
other words, the Saudis” perceived need for fighter planes takes precedence
over our own.

So why does Her Majesty’s Government behave like a subsidiary of BAe?
A report by the Campaign Against the Arms Trade (CAAT) shows that 39%
of all the senior public servants who go to work for the private sector are
employees of the Ministry of Defence moving into arms firms. In return,
scores of arms dealers are seconded to the ministry.25 The man who runs
DESO, for example, previously worked for BAe, selling arms in the Middle
East.26

CAAT lists the government committees stuffed with arms executives, the
donations, the lobbyists, the Labour peers taking the corporate shilling, and I
am sure all this plays an important role. But it seems to me that there is also
something else at work. There appears to be a sense among some of those at
the core of government that peace, human rights and democracy are for
wimps, while the serious business, for real players, is war and the means by
which it is enacted.

August 24 2006

Asserting Our Right to Kill and Maim Civilians

The central mystery of the modern state is this. The necessary resources, both
economic and political, will always be found for the purpose of terminating



life. The project of preserving it will always struggle. When did you last see a
sponsored marathon raising money for nuclear weapons? But we must beg
and cajole each other for funds whenever a hospital wants a new dialysis
machine. If the money and determination expended on waging war with Iraq
had been used to tackle climate change, our carbon emissions would already
be in freefall. If as much money were spent on foreign aid as on fighter
planes, no one would ever go hungry.

When the state was run by warrior kings, this was comprehensible: they
owed their existence to overwhelming force. Now weapons budgets and
foreign wars are, if anything, an electoral liability. But the pattern has never
been broken.

In Geneva today, at the new review of the Conventional Weapons Treaty,
the British government will be using the full force of its diplomacy to ensure
that civilians continue to be killed, by blocking a ban on the use of cluster
bombs. Sweden, supported by Austria, Mexico and New Zealand, has
proposed a convention making their deployment illegal, like the Ottawa
Treaty banning anti-personnel landmines. But the United Kingdom, working
with the US, China and Russia, has spent the past month trying to prevent
negotiations from being opened.1 Perhaps this is unsurprising. Most of the
cluster bombs dropped over the past 40 years have been delivered by its two
principal allies in the “war on terror”, the US and Israel. And the UK used
hundreds of thousands of them during the two Gulf wars.

Cluster munitions are tiny bombs – generally about the size of a drinks can
– packed inside bigger bombs or artillery shells. They scatter over several
hectares, and they are meant to be used to destroy tanks and planes and to
wipe out anti-aircraft positions. There are two problems.

The first is that the bombs, being widely dispersed, cannot be accurately
targeted. The second is that many of them don’t detonate when they hit the
ground. Officially, cluster bombs have a failure rate of between 5 and 7%. In
reality it’s much higher. Between 20 and 25% of the cluster munitions NATO
forces dropped during the Kosovo conflict failed to go off when they landed.2
The failure rate of the bombs dropped by the US in Indochina was roughly
30%;3 40% of the cluster bombs Israel scattered over Lebanon did not
detonate.4

The unexploded bombs then sit and wait to be defused – leg by human leg.
They are as devastating to civilian populations as land-mines – possibly
worse, because far more of them have been dropped. Even 30 years or more



after they land, as the people of Vietnam and Laos know, they can still be
detonated by the slightest concussion.

A report published last week by Handicap International estimates that
around 100,000 people have been killed or wounded by cluster bombs. Of the
known casualties, 98% are civilians.5 Most of them are hit when farming or
walking or clearing the rubble where their homes used to be. Many of the
victims are children, partly because the bombs look like toys. Handicap’s
report tells terrible and heartbreaking stories of children finding these
munitions and playing catch with them, or using them as boules or marbles.
Those who survive are often blinded, lose limbs and suffer horrible
abdominal injuries.

Among the case histories in the report is that of a family in Kosovo who
went to swim in a lake a few kilometres from their village. One of the
children, a six-year-old called Adnan, found an odd metal can on the bank
and showed it to his family. It exploded. His father and older brother were
killed and he was gravely wounded. His sister later returned to the lake to
collect the family’s belongings, stepped on another NATO cluster bomb and
was killed.

The economic effects of cluster bombs can also be deadly. Like land-mines,
they put many agricultural areas out of bounds, because of the risk of
detonating one while ploughing or harvesting. In some parts of Lebanon the
fields have remained unharvested this year. Cluster bombs dropped on to the
rubble of Lebanese towns have made reconstruction slow and dangerous.

The numbers deployed are mind-boggling. The US air force released 19
million over Cambodia, 70 million in Vietnam, and 208 million in Laos.6
Over much shorter periods, the US and the UK dropped some 54 million
cluster bombs on Iraq during the first Gulf war, and around 2 million during
the second Gulf war.7 Israel scattered 4 million cluster bombs over Lebanon
during its latest invasion, almost all of them during the final 72 hours.8 It
looked like revenge, or an attempt (like its deliberate bombing of the Jiyeh
power plant, causing a massive oil spill which has wrecked the tourism
industry) to cripple Lebanon’s economy. Since the invasion, an average of
2.5 Lebanese civilians every day have been blown up by cluster bombs.

The only other nation that has used cluster bombs extensively since the
Second World War is Russia, which dropped large quantities in Afghanistan,
and which scatters them in Chechnya, sometimes deliberately bombing
market places and other civilian targets. Apart from that, they’ve been



deployed in small numbers by Sudan, Libya, Eritrea and Ethiopia, Nigeria,
Serb forces, Hizbullah, and warring factions in Tajikistan. What good
company we keep.

These weapons are arguably already illegal. Protocol 1 to the Geneva
conventions prohibits attacks which “are of a nature to strike military
objectives and civilians or civilian objects without distinction” and “which
may be expected to cause incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians,
damage to civilian objects, or a combination thereof, which would be
excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military advantage
anticipated”.9 I think 98% would be a fair definition of “excessive”.

But their deployment will continue until there is a specific treaty banning
them. It’s clear that the US and UK governments know their use is wrong.
Handicap International reports that the Coalition Provisional Authority (the
US administration set up to govern Iraq in 2003) “strongly discouraged
casualty data collection, especially in relation to cluster submunitions”.10

During a debate in the House of Lords last month, the Foreign Office
minister Lord Triesman made a show of justifying their use so feeble that you
can’t help suspecting he was batting for the other side. The only argument he
could devise to justify their use was that, unlike landmines, cluster bombs are
not intended to lie around undetonated.11 Even this is questionable. How else
could you explain the fact that one of their official purposes is “area denial”?

Two days ago a letter sent to the defence minister by the international
development secretary, Hilary Benn, was leaked to the press. He argued that
“cluster munitions have a very serious humanitarian impact, pushing at the
boundaries of international humanitarian law. It is difficult then to see how
we can hold so prominent a position against land mines, yet somehow
continue to advocate that use of cluster munitions is acceptable.”12

But he appears to be alone. The Foreign Office maintains that “existing
humanitarian law is sufficient for the conduct of military operations,
including the use of cluster munitions, and no treaty is required.”13 The
government seems unable to break its habit of killing.

November 7 2006

A War Dividend



No one noticed. Or if they did, no one complained. The government didn’t
even bother to issue a press release. Last week, the Ministry of Defence
(MoD) quietly secured a £1.7bn increase in its budget.1 The spending for
2006–7 was allocated months ago, which means that another fund must have
been raided to find the extra money. It’s the equivalent of half the annual
budget for the Department for International Development.2 But another
billion or two doesn’t make much difference when we are already sloshing
out £32bn a year on a programme whose purpose is a mystery.3

On Friday, the National Audit Office published a report that appeared to
congratulate the MoD for going only 11% over budget on 30 acquisitions,
such as attack submarines, destroyers, Eurofighter aircraft and anti-tank
weapons.4 This overspending – a mere £3bn or so – is a heroic improvement
on the ministry’s usual efforts. The story was spoilt a little when we
discovered that it would have looked much worse were it not for some
creative manoeuvres by the 1st Armoured Accounts Division, confounding
the enemy by shifting money between different parts of the budget.

But what the audit report failed to answer, or even to ask, was why we need
attack submarines, destroyers, Eurofighter aircraft and anti-tank weapons in
the first place. Are the Russians coming? Is Angela Merkel preparing to
mobilise a few Panzer divisions? It is preposterous to suggest that we face the
threat of invasion, now or in the foreseeable future.

Even the MoD acknowledges this. In the White Paper it published at the
end of 2003, it admits that “there are currently no major conventional military
threats to the UK or NATO . . . it is now clear that we no longer need to
retain a capability against the re-emergence of a direct conventional strategic
threat”.5

NATO agrees. The leaked policy document it will discuss at its summit this
week concedes that “large-scale conventional aggression against the alliance
will be highly unlikely”.6 No country that is capable of attacking NATO
countries is willing to do so. No country that is willing is capable.
Submarines, destroyers, Eurofighters and anti-tank rounds are of precious
little use against people who plant bombs on trains.

Instead, the MoD redefines the purpose of the armed forces as “meeting a
wider range of expeditionary tasks, at greater range from the United
Kingdom and with ever-increasing strategic, operational and tactical tempo”.7
It wants to be able to fight either three small foreign wars at the same time or



one large one, which “could only conceivably be undertaken alongside the
US“.8

In other words, our “defence” capability is now retained for the purpose of
offence. Our armed forces no longer exist to protect us. They exist to go
abroad and cause trouble.

But even such wars of choice can no longer be fought. The disaster in Iraq
destroyed every pretence of benign or necessary intervention. It is hard to see
how any British government, however powerful its case appeared to be, could
claim the moral authority to launch another adventure for at least a
generation. Iraq disqualifies us from the role the ministry envisages as surely
as Suez did. We can kiss goodbye to the idea of going into battle alongside
the US as well.

This, then, grants us a marvellous opportunity: to pay ourselves a war
dividend. If the war in Iraq means that the current era of invasion and
intervention is over, there is no point in maintaining armed forces designed
for this purpose. If we were to cut the military budget by 80 or 90%, we
would do ourselves nothing but good.

But the danger and paradox of military spending is that the bigger the
budget, the more powerful the defence lobby becomes. As the Guardian’s
revelations about the corrupt relationships they have cultivated with Saudi
princes show,9 the civil servants in the MoD write their own rules. Much of
the time they seem to be defending not the realm but the arms companies. So
does the prime minister. In his book, Blair’s Wars, John Kampfner records
that “from his first day in office Blair was eager not to antagonise British
arms companies, and BAe Systems in particular, which developed extremely
close relationships with senior figures in Downing Street.”10 A Downing
Street aide reported that whenever the head of BAe encountered a problem,
“he’d be straight on the phone to Number 10 and it would get sorted”.11

Having obtained its stupendous budget – the second-biggest defence
allocation in the world12 – our military-industrial complex must justify it. It
does so by producing ever more paranoid assessments of the capabilities of
terrorists. Bin Laden might possess no submarines, but we must retain our
anti-submarine aircraft in case he, or someone like him, acquires some. We
don’t know what Blair’s proposed new nuclear missiles are for, but after the
money has been spent, a justification is bound to emerge. In the ministry’s
Defence Vision paper, I found this gobsmacking contradiction: “We face new
challenges and unpredictable new conditions. Our strategy must evolve to



reflect these new realities. For the future this means [among other positions]
. . . holding fast, in the face of change, to our underpinning military
traditions.”13 Was there ever a clearer sign that the tail is wagging the dog?

A report published by the Oxford Research Group this summer argues that
our defence policies are self-defeating. They concentrate on the wrong threats
and respond to them in a manner that is more likely to exacerbate than to
defuse them. The real challenges to world peace, it contends, are presented by
climate change, competition over resources, the marginalisation of the poor,
and our own military deployments.14

By displacing people from their homes and exacerbating food shortages,
climate change will cause social breakdown and mass migration. Competition
for resources means that the regions that possess them, particularly the
Middle East, will remain the focus of conflict. As improved education is not
matched by better prospects for many of the world’s poor, the resulting sense
of marginalisation provides a more hospitable environment for insurrection.
Aids leaves a generation of orphaned children vulnerable to recruitment by
paramilitary groups and criminal gangs. The war on terror has created the
threats it was supposed to defeat, by driving people to avenge the civilians it
has killed. By developing new weapons of mass destruction, the rich nations
challenge others to try to match them.

Military spending enhances all these threats. The jets and ships and tanks it
buys make a large (though so far unquantified) contribution to climate change
and the competition for resources. It diverts money from helping the poor; it
generates a self-justifying momentum that stimulates conflict. The budget
would contribute far more to our security, the report says, if it were spent on
energy efficiency, foreign aid and arms control.

So what role remains for our armed forces? A small one. A shrunken army
should concentrate on helping the civil authorities to catch terrorists and deal
with epidemics, floods and power cuts; the navy should be deployed to
protect fisheries and catch drug smugglers; the air force is largely redundant.
Now that foreign adventures are no longer an option, it is time we turned our
war spending into what it claims to be: a budget for our defence.

November 28 2006

The Darkest Corner of the Mind



After thousands of years of practice, you might have imagined that every
possible means of inflicting pain had already been devised. But you should
never underestimate the human capacity for invention. United States
interrogators, we now discover, have found a new way of destroying a human
being.

Last week, defence lawyers acting for Jose Padilla, a US citizen detained as
an “enemy combatant”, released a video showing a mission fraught with
deadly risk – taking him to the prison dentist. A group of masked guards in
riot gear shackled his legs and hands, blindfolded him with black-out goggles
and shut off his hearing with headphones, then marched him down the prison
corridor.1

Is Padilla really that dangerous? Far from it: his warders describe him as so
docile and inactive that he could be mistaken for “a piece of furniture”. The
purpose of these measures appeared to be to sustain the regime under which
he has lived for over three years: total sensory deprivation. He had been kept
in a blacked-out cell, unable to see or hear anything beyond it. Most
importantly, he had had no human contact, except for being bounced off the
walls from time to time by his interrogators. As a result, he appears to have
lost his mind. I don’t mean this metaphorically. I mean that his mind is no
longer there.

The forensic psychiatrist who examined him says that he “does not
appreciate the nature and consequences of the proceedings against him, is
unable to render assistance to counsel, and has impairments in reasoning as
the result of a mental illness, i.e., post-traumatic stress disorder, complicated
by the neuropsychiatric effects of prolonged isolation”.2 Jose Padilla appears
to have been lobotomised: not medically, but socially.

If this was an attempt to extract information, it was ineffective; the
authorities held him without charge for three-and-a-half years. Then,
threatened by a Supreme Court ruling, they suddenly dropped their claims
that he was trying to detonate a dirty bomb. They have now charged him with
some vague and lesser offences to do with support for terrorism.

He is unlikely to be the only person subjected to this regime. Another
“enemy combatant”, Ali al-Marri, claims to have been subject to the same
total isolation and sensory deprivation, in the same naval prison in South
Carolina.3 God knows what is being done to people who have disappeared
into the CIA‘s foreign oubliettes.

That the US tortures, routinely and systematically, while prosecuting its



“war on terror” can no longer be seriously disputed. The Detainee Abuse and
Accountability Project (DAA), a coalition of academics and human rights
groups, has documented the abuse or killing of 460 inmates of US military
prisons in Afghanistan, Iraq and Guantanamo Bay.4 This, it says, is
necessarily a conservative figure; many cases will remain unrecorded. The
prisoners were beaten, raped, forced to abuse themselves, forced to maintain
“stress positions”, and subjected to prolonged sleep deprivation and mock
executions.

The New York Times reports that prisoners held by the US military at
Bagram airbase in Afghanistan were made to stand for up to 13 days with
their hands chained to the ceiling, naked, hooded and unable to sleep.5 The
Washington Post alleges that prisoners at the same airbase were “commonly
blindfolded and thrown into walls, bound in painful positions, subjected to
loud noises and deprived of sleep”, while kept, like Jose Padilla and the
arrivals at Guantanamo Bay, “in black hoods or spray-painted goggles”.6

Alfred McCoy, professor of history at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, argues that the photographs released from the Abu Ghraib prison in
Iraq reflect standard CIA torture techniques: “stress positions, sensory
deprivation, and sexual humiliation”.7 The famous picture of the hooded man
standing on a box, with wires attached to his fingers, shows two of these
techniques being used at once. Unable to see, he has no idea how much time
has passed or what might be coming next. He stands in a classic stress
position; maintained for several hours, it causes excruciating pain. He
appears to have been told that if he drops his arms he will be electrocuted.
What went wrong at Abu Ghraib is that someone took photos. Everything
else was done by the book.

Neither the military nor the civilian authorities have broken much sweat in
investigating these crimes. A few very small fish have been imprisoned; a
few others have been fined or reduced in rank. In most cases the authorities
have either failed to investigate or failed to prosecute. The DAA points out
that no officer has yet been held to account for torture practised by his
subordinates.8 US torturers appear to enjoy impunity, until they are stupid
enough to take pictures of each other.

But Padilla’s treatment also reflects another glorious American tradition:
solitary confinement. Some 25,000 US prisoners are currently held in
isolation, a punishment only rarely used in other democracies. In some
places, like the federal prison in Florence, Colorado, they are kept in



soundproofed cells and might scarcely see another human being for years on
end.9 They may touch or be touched by no one. Some people have been kept
in solitary confinement in the United States for more than 20 years.

At Pelican Bay, in California, where 1200 people are held in the isolation
wing, inmates are confined to tiny cells for twenty-two-and-a-half hours a
day, then released into an “exercise yard” for “recreation”. The yard consists
of a concrete well about 12 feet in length, with walls 20 feet high and a metal
grille across the sky. The recreation consists of pacing back and forth,
alone.10

The results are much as you would expect. As National Public Radio
reveals, 10% of the isolation prisoners at Pelican Bay are now in the
psychiatric wing, and there’s a waiting list.11 Prisoners in solitary
confinement, according to Dr Henry Weinstein, a psychiatrist who studies
them, suffer from “memory loss to severe anxiety to hallucinations to
delusions . . . under the severest cases of sensory deprivation, people go
crazy”.12 People who went in bad and dangerous come out mad as well. The
only two studies conducted so far, in Texas and Washington state, both show
that the recidivism rates for prisoners held in solitary confinement are worse
than for those allowed to mix with other prisoners.13 If we were to judge the
United States by its penal policies, we would perceive a strange beast: a
Christian society that believes in neither forgiveness nor redemption.

From this delightful experiment, US interrogators appear to have extracted
a useful lesson: if you want to erase a man’s mind, deprive him of contact
with the rest of the world. This has nothing to do with obtaining information:
torture of all kinds, physical or mental, produces the result that people will
say anything to make it end. It is about power, and the discovery that in the
right conditions one man’s power over another is unlimited. It is an
indulgence that turns its perpetrators into everything they claim to be
confronting.

President Bush maintains that he is fighting a war against threats to the
“values of civilised nations”: terror, cruelty, barbarism and extremism. He
asked his nation’s interrogators to discover where these evils are hidden.
They should congratulate themselves. They appear to have succeeded.

December 12 2006

* The investigation was indeed dropped, at the behest of the attorney general.



Arguments With Power



I’m With Wolfowitz

It’s about as close to consensus as the left is ever likely to come. Everyone
this side of Atilla the Hun and the Wall Street Journal agrees that Paul
Wolfowitz’s appointment as president of the World Bank is a catastrophe.
Except me.

Under Wolfowitz, my fellow progressives lament, the World Bank will
work for America. If only someone else were chosen it would work for the
world’s poor. Joseph Stiglitz, the Bank’s renegade former chief economist,
champions Ernesto Zedillo, the former president of Mexico.1 A leading
article in the Guardian suggested Colin Powell or, had he been allowed to
stand, Bono.2 But what all this hand-wringing and wishful thinking reveals is
a profound misconception about the role and purpose of the body Wolfowitz
will run.

The World Bank and the IMF were conceived by the US economist Harry
Dexter White. Appointed by the US Treasury to lead the negotiations on
post-war economic reconstruction, White spent most of 1943 banging the
heads of the other allied nations together.3 They were appalled by his
proposals. He insisted that his institutions would place the burden of
stabilising the world economy on the countries suffering from debt and trade
deficits rather than on the creditors. He insisted that “the more money you put
in, the more votes you have”.4 He decided, before the meeting at Bretton
Woods in 1944, that “the US should have enough votes to block any
decision”.5

Both the undemocratic voting arrangement and the US veto remain to this
day. The result is that the body, which works mostly in poor countries, is
entirely controlled by rich ones. White demanded that national debts be
redeemable for gold, that gold be convertible into dollars, and that all



exchange rates be fixed against the dollar. The result was to lay the ground
for what was to become the dollar’s global hegemony. White also decided
that both the Fund and the Bank would be sited in Washington.

No one was in any doubt at the time that these two bodies were designed as
instruments of US economic policy. But somehow all this has been
airbrushed from history. Even the admirable Joe Stiglitz believes that the
World Bank was the brainchild of the British economist John Maynard
Keynes (Keynes was, in fact, its most prominent opponent).6 When the
development writer Noreena Hertz claimed in the Guardian last month that
“the Bush administration is a very long way from the Bank’s espoused goals
and mandate”, she couldn’t have been more wrong.7

From the perspective of the world’s poor, there has never been a good
president of the World Bank. In seeking contrasts with Wolfowitz, it has
become fashionable to look back to the reign of that other Pentagon hawk,
Robert McNamara. He is supposed to have become, in the words of an
Observer leader, “one of the most admired and effective of World Bank
presidents”.8 Admired in Washington perhaps. Robert McNamara was the
man who concentrated almost all the Bank’s lending on vast prestige projects
– dams, highways, ports – while freezing out less glamorous causes such as
health and education and sanitation. Most of the major projects he backed
have, in economic or social terms or both, failed catastrophically.9

It was he who argued that the Bank should not fund land reform because it
“would affect the power base of the traditional elite groups”.10 Instead, as
Catherine Caufield shows in her book, Masters of Illusion, it should “open
new land by cutting down forests, draining wetlands, and building roads to
previously isolated areas”.11 He bankrolled Mobutu and Suharto, deforested
Nepal,12 trashed the Amazon,13 and promoted genocide in Indonesia.14 The
countries in which he worked were left with unpayable debts, wrecked
environments, grinding poverty and unshakeable pro-US dictators.

Except for the language in which US demands are articulated, little has
changed at the Bank. In the meeting on Thursday at which Wolfowitz’s
nomination was confirmed, its executive directors also decided to approve the
construction of the Nam Theun 2 hydroelectric dam in Laos. This will flood
6000 people out of their homes, damage the livelihoods of a further 120,000,
destroy a critical ecosystem, and produce electricity not for the people of
Laos but for their richer neighbours in Thailand.15



But it will also generate enormous construction contracts for western
companies. The decision to build it was made not on Wolfowitz’s watch but
on that of the current president, James Wolfensohn. In practical terms, there
will be little difference between the two wolves. The problem with the Bank
is not the management, but the board, which is dominated by the US, the UK
and the other rich nations.

The nationality of the Bank’s president, which has been causing so much
fuss, is of only symbolic importance. Yes, it seems grossly unfair that all its
presidents are Americans, while all IMF presidents are Europeans. But it
doesn’t matter where the technocrat implementing the US Treasury’s
decisions comes from. What matters is that he’s a technocrat implementing
the US Treasury’s decisions.

Wolfowitz’s appointment is a good thing for three reasons. It highlights the
profoundly unfair and undemocratic nature of decision-making at the Bank.
His presidency will stand as a constant reminder that this institution, which
calls on the nations it bullies to exercise “good governance and
democratisation”, is run like a medieval monarchy.

It also demolishes the hopeless reformism of men like George Soros and
Joseph Stiglitz, who, blithely ignoring the fact that the US can veto any
attempt to challenge its veto, keep waving their wands in the expectation that
a body designed to project US power can magically be transformed into a
body that works for the poor.16 Had Stiglitz’s attempt to tinker with the
World Bank’s presidency succeeded, it would simply have lent credibility to
an illegitimate institution, thus enhancing its powers. With Wolfowitz in
charge, its credibility plummets.

Best of all is the outside chance that the neocons might just be stupid
enough to use the new wolf to blow the Bank down. The former British
minister Clare Short laments that “it’s as though they are trying to wreck our
international systems”.17 Well, what a tragedy that would be. I would sob all
the way to the party.

Martin Jacques argued convincingly in the Guardian last week that the US
neocons are “reordering the world system to take account of their newly
defined power and interests”.18 Wolfowitz’s appointment is, he suggested,
one of the “means of breaking the old order”. But what this surely illustrates
is the unacknowledged paradox in neocon thinking. They want to drag down
the old, multilateral order and replace it with a new, American one. What
they consistently fail to understand is that the “multilateral” system is in fact



a projection of US unilateralism, cleverly packaged to grant the other nations
just enough slack to prevent them from fighting it. Like their opponents, the
neocons have failed to understand how well Roosevelt and Truman stitched
up the international order in America’s interests. They are seeking to replace
a hegemonic system that is enduring and effective with one that is untested
and (because the other nations must fight it) unstable. Anyone who believes
in global justice should wish them luck.

April 5 2005

Still the Rich World’s Viceroy

The glacier has begun to creak. In the world’s most powerful dictatorship, we
detect the merest hint of a thaw. I am not talking about China, or Uzbekistan,
Burma or North Korea. This state runs no torture chambers or labour camps.
No one is executed, though plenty starve to death as a result of its policies.
The unhurried perestroika is taking place in Washington, in the offices of the
International Monetary Fund.

Like most concessions made by dictatorial regimes, the reforms seem
designed not to catalyse further change, but to prevent it. By slightly
increasing the shares (and therefore the voting powers) of China, South
Korea, Mexico and Turkey, the regime hopes to buy off the most powerful
rebel warlords, while keeping the mob at bay. It has even thrown a few
coppers from the balcony for the great unwashed to scuffle over. But no one
– except the leaders of the rich nations and the leader writers of just about
every newspaper in the rich world – could regard this as an adequate response
to its problems.

The Fund is a body with 184 members. It is run by seven of them – the US,
Japan, Germany, the UK, France, Canada and Italy. These happen to be the
seven countries that (with Russia) promised to save the world at the G8
meeting in 2005. The junta sustains its control by insisting that each dollar
buys a vote. The bigger a country’s financial quota, the more say it has over
the running of the Fund. This means that the IMF is run by the countries that
are least affected by its policies.

A major decision requires 85% of the vote, which ensures that the US, with
17%, has a veto over its substantial business.1 The UK, Germany, France and



Japan have 22% between them, and each has a permanent seat on the board.
By a weird arrangement permitting rich nations to speak on behalf of the
poor, Canada and Italy have effective control over a further 8%.2 The other
European countries are also remarkably powerful: Belgium, for example, has
a direct entitlement to 2.1%, and indirect control over 5.1% of the vote: over
twice the allocation of India or Brazil. Europe, Japan, Canada and the US
wield a total of 63%. The 80 poorest countries, by contrast, have 10%
between them.3

These quotas no longer even reflect real financial contributions to the
running of the Fund: it now obtains much of its capital from loan repayments
by its vassal states.4 But the G7 nations still behave as if it belongs to them.
They decide who runs it (the managing director is always a European and his
deputy always an American) and how the money is spent. You begin to
wonder why the developing countries bother to turn up.

In principle, this power is supposed to be balanced by something called the
“basic vote” – 250 shares (entitling them to $25m worth of votes) are
allocated to every member. But while the value of the rich countries’ quotas
has risen since the IMF was founded in 1944, the value of the basic votes has
not. It has fallen from 11.3% of the total allocation to 2.1%.5 The leaked
paper passed to me by an excellent organisation called the Bretton Woods
Project (everything we know about the IMF has to be leaked) shows that the
Fund intends to democratise itself by “at least doubling” the basic vote.6 That
sorts it all out then: the 80 poorest countries will be able to claim, between
them, another 0.9%. Even this pathetic concession was granted only after the
African members took a political risk by publicly opposing the Fund’s
proposals.7 Doubtless the US government is currently reviewing their trading
status.

All this is compounded by an internal political process that looks as if it
was contrived in Pyongyang, not Washington. There are no formal votes, just
a “consensus process” controlled by the Dear Leaders of the G7. The
decisions taken by each member state cannot be revealed to the public. Nor
can the transcripts of the board’s meetings, or the “working papers” on which
it bases its internal reforms. Even reports by the Fund’s ombudsman – the so-
called “independent evaluation office” – are censored by the management,
and their conclusions changed to shift the blame for the Fund’s failures to its
client states.8 Needless to say, the IMF insists that the states it lends to must



commit themselves to “good governance” and “transparency” if they are to
receive its money.

None of this would matter so much if it had stuck to its original mandate of
stabilising the international monetary system. But after the collapse of the
Bretton Woods Agreement in 1971, the IMF more or less lost its mission to
maintain exchange rates, and began to look for a new role. As a paper by the
law professor Daniel Bradlow shows, when it amended its articles of
association in 1978 they were so loosely drafted as to grant the IMF
permission to interfere in almost any aspect of a country’s governance.9 It
lost its influence over the economic policies of the G7 and became instead the
rich world’s viceroy, controlling the poorer nations at its behest. It began to
micro-manage their economies without reference to the people or even their
governments. Since then, no rich country has required its services, and few
poor countries have been able to shake it off.

This casts an interesting light on the decision, to be endorsed at the IMF‘s
meeting in Singapore next week, to enhance the quota for the four middle-
income countries. After the Fund “helped” the struggling economies of east
and south-east Asia in 1997, by laying waste to them on behalf of US hedge
funds and investment companies,10 the nations of that region decided that
they would never allow themselves to fall prey to it again. They began
indemnifying themselves against its tender loving care by building up their
own reserves of capital. Now, just as China and South Korea have ensured
that they will never again require the Fund’s services, they have been granted
more power to decide how it operates. In other words they are deemed fit to
govern when, like the G7, they can exercise power without reaping the
consequences. The smaller your stake in the outcome, the greater your vote.

None of this seems to cause any difficulties to the gatekeepers of
mainstream opinion. On Saturday a leading article in the Washington Post
observed that “to be legitimate, multilateral institutions must reflect the
global distribution of power as it is now, not as it was when these institutions
were set up more than half a century ago”.11 What a fascinating definition
that is, and how wrong we must have been to imagine that legitimacy
requires democracy. Hurrah for corporatism – it didn’t die with Mussolini
after all.

I am among those who believe that the IMF is and always will be the wrong
body – inherently flawed and constitutionally unjust. But if its leaders and
supporters are to persuade us that it might, one day, have a legitimate role in



running the world’s financial systems, they will have to do a hell of a lot
better than this.

September 5 2006

On the Edge of Lunacy

Spare a thought this bleak new year for all those who rely on charity. Open
your hearts, for example, to a group of people who, though they live in
London, are in such desperate need of handouts that last year they received
£7.6 million in foreign aid.1 The Adam Smith Institute, the ultra-rightwing
lobby group, now receives more money from Britain’s Department for
International Development (DfID) than Liberia or Somalia, two of the most
desperate nations on earth.2

Are the members of the Adam Smith Institute starving? Hardly. They work
in plush offices in Great Smith Street, just around the corner from the Houses
of Parliament. They hold lavish receptions and bring in speakers from all
over the world. Big business already contributes generously to this good
cause.

It gets what it pays for. The Institute’s purpose is to devise new means for
corporations to grab the resources that belong to the public realm. Its
president, Madsen Pirie, claims to have invented the word “privatisation”.3
His was the organisation that persuaded the Conservative government to sell
off the railways, deregulate the buses, introduce the poll tax, cut the top rates
of income tax, outsource local government services and start to part-privatise
the National Health Service and the education system. “We propose things”,
Madsen Pirie once boasted, “which people regard as being on the edge of
lunacy. The next thing you know, they’re on the edge of policy.”4 In this
spirit, his Institute now calls for the privatisation of social security, the
dismantling of the NHS, and a shift from public to private education.5 It
opposes government spending on everything, in other words, except the
Adam Smith Institute.

So what on earth is going on? Why are swivel-eyed ideologues in London a
more deserving cause than starving refugees in Somalia? To understand what
is happening, we must first revise our conception of what foreign aid is for.



Aid has always been an instrument of foreign policy. During the Cold War,
it was used to buy the loyalties of states that might otherwise have crossed to
the other side. Even today, the countries that receive the most money tend to
be those that are of greatest strategic use to the donor nation, which is why
the US gives more to Israel than it does to sub-Saharan Africa.

But foreign policy is also driven by commerce, and in particular by the
needs of domestic exporters. Aid goes to countries that can buy our
manufacturers’ products. Sometimes it doesn’t go to countries at all, but
straight to the manufacturers. A US government website boasts that “the
principal beneficiary of America’s foreign assistance programs has always
been the United States. Close to 80 percent of the U.S. Agency for
International Development’s contracts and grants go directly to American
firms.”6

A doctor working in Gondar hospital in Ethiopia wrote to me recently to
spell out what this means. The hospital has none of the basic textbooks on
tropical diseases it needs. But it does have 21 copies of an 800-page volume
called Aesthetic Facial Surgery and 24 volumes of a book called Ophthalmic
Pathology.7 There is no ophthalmic pathologist in training in Ethiopia. The
poorest nation on earth, unsurprisingly, has no aesthetic plastic surgeons. The
US had spent $2m on medical textbooks that American publishers hadn’t
been able to sell at home, called them aid and dumped them in Ethiopia.

In Britain the Labour government claims to have abandoned such practices,
partly because they infringe European rules on competition. But now it has
found a far more effective means of helping the rich while pretending to help
the poor. It is spending its money on projects that hand public goods to
corporations.

It is now giving, for example, £342m to the Indian state of Andhra
Pradesh.8 This is a staggering amount of money, 15 times what it spent last
year on the famine in Ethiopia. Why is Andhra Pradesh so lucky? Because its
chief minister, or “chief executive” as he now likes to be known, is doing to
his state what Pinochet did to Chile: handing everything that isn’t nailed
down, and quite a lot that is, to big business. Most of the money DfID is
giving him is being used to “restructure” and “reform” the state and its
utilities. His programme will dispossess 20 million people from the land,9
and contribute massively to poverty. DfID‘s own report on the biggest of the
schemes it is funding in the state reveals that it suffers from “major failings”,
has “negative consequences on food security”, and does “nothing about



providing alternative income for those displaced”.10 But it permits Andhra
Pradesh to become a laboratory for the kind of mass privatisation the
department is seeking to encourage all over the world.

In Zambia, DfID is spending just £700,000 on improving nutrition, but
£56m on privatising the copper mines.11 In Ghana, the department made its
aid payments for upgrading the water system conditional on partial
privatisation.12 Foreign aid from Britain now means giving to the rich the
resources that keep the poor alive.

So there are rich pickings for organisations like the Adam Smith Institute. It
is being hired by DfID as a consultancy, telling countries like South Africa
how to flog the family silver. It is hard to see how this helps the poor. The
South African government’s preparations for privatisation, according to a
study by the Municipal Services Project, led to almost 10 million people
having their water cut off, 10 million people having their electricity cut off,
and over 2 million people being evicted from their homes for non-payment of
bills.13

What we see here, in other words, is a revival of an ancient British
charitable tradition. During the Irish potato famine, the British government
made famine relief available to the starving, but only if they agreed to lose
their tenancies on the land. The 1847 Poor Law Extension Act cleared Ireland
for the landlords. Today, the British government is helping the corporations
to seize not only the land from the poor, but also the water, the utilities, the
mines, the schools, the health services and anything else they might find
profitable. And you and I are paying for it.

All this was pioneered by the sainted Clare Short. Short’s trick was to
retain her radical credentials by publicly criticising the work of other
departments, while retaining her job by pursuing in her own department
policies that were far more vicious and destructive than those she attacked.
Blair’s trick was to keep her there, to assure Old Labour voters that they still
had a voice in government, while ensuring that Short did what his corporate
backers wanted.

I never thought I would hear myself say this, and I recognise that in doing
so I may be handing ammunition to the right-wing lobby groups campaigning
for a reduction in government spending, such as, for example, the Adam
Smith Institute. But if this is what foreign aid amounts to, it seems to me that
there is too much of it, rather than too little. Britain’s Department for
International Development is beginning to do more harm than good.



January 6 2004

This Is What We Paid for

Tony Blair has lost the election. It’s true he wasn’t standing, but we won’t
split hairs. His policies have just been put to the test by an electorate blessed
with a viable opposition, and crushed. In throwing him out of their lives, the
voters of the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh may have destroyed the world’s
most dangerous economic experiment.

Chandrababu Naidu, the state’s chief minister, was the west’s favourite
Indian. Tony Blair and Bill Clinton both visited him in Hyderabad, the state
capital. Time magazine named him South Asian of the Year; the governor of
Illinois created a Naidu Day in his honour, and the British government and
the World Bank flooded his state with money. They loved him because he did
what he was told.

Naidu realised that to sustain power he must surrender it. He knew that as
long as he gave the global powers what they wanted, he would receive the
money and stature that count for so much in Indian politics. So, instead of
devising his own programme, he handed the job to the US consultancy
company McKinsey.

McKinsey’s scheme, Vision 2020, is one of those documents whose
summary says one thing and whose contents say another.1 It begins, for
example, by insisting that education and healthcare must be made available to
everyone. Only later do you discover that the state’s hospitals and
universities are to be privatised and funded by “user charges”.2 It extols small
businesses, but, way beyond the point at which most people will stop reading,
reveals that it intends to “eliminate” the laws that defend them,3 and replace
small investors, who “lack motivation”, with “large corporations”.4 It claims
it will “generate employment” in the countryside, and goes on to insist that
over 20 million people should be thrown off the land.5

Put all these – and the other proposals for privatisation, deregulation and
the shrinking of the state – together, and you see that McKinsey has
unwittingly developed a blueprint for mass starvation. You dispossess 20
million farmers from the land just as the state is reducing the number of its
employees and foreign corporations are “rationalising” the rest of the



workforce, and you end up with millions without work or state support. “The
State’s people”, McKinsey warns, “will need to be enlightened about the
benefits of change.”6

McKinsey’s vision was not confined to Naidu’s government. Once he had
implemented these policies, Andhra Pradesh “should seize opportunities to
lead other states in such reform, becoming, in the process, the benchmark
state”.7 Foreign donors would pay for the experiment, then seek to persuade
other parts of the developing world to follow Naidu’s example.

There is something familiar about all this, and McKinsey have been kind
enough to jog our memories. Vision 2020 contains 11 glowing references to
Chile’s experiment in the 1980s. General Pinochet handed the economic
management of his country to a group of neoliberal economists known as the
Chicago Boys. They privatised social provision, tore up the laws protecting
workers and the environment, and handed the economy to multinational
companies. The result was a bonanza for big business, and a staggering
growth in debt, unemployment, homelessness and malnutrition.8 The plan
was funded by the United States in the hope that it could be rolled out around
the world.

Pinochet’s understudy was bankrolled by Britain. In July 2001, Clare Short,
then secretary of state for development, finally admitted to parliament that,
despite numerous official denials, Britain was funding Vision 2020.9 Blair’s
government has financed the state’s economic reform programme, its
privatisation of the power sector, and its “centre for good governance”
(which means as little governance as possible).10 Our taxes also fund the
“implementation secretariat” for the state’s privatisation programme. The
secretariat is run, at Britain’s insistence, by the far-right business lobby group
the Adam Smith Institute.11 The money for all this comes out of Britain’s
foreign aid budget.

It is not hard to see why Blair’s government is doing this. As Stephen
Byers revealed when he was secretary of state for trade and industry, “the UK
Government has designated India as one of the UK‘s 15 campaign
markets”.12 The campaign is to expand the opportunities for British capital.
The people of Andhra Pradesh know what this means: they call it “the return
of the East India Company”.

This isn’t the only aspect of British history that is being repeated in Andhra
Pradesh. There’s something uncanny about the way in which the scandals



that surrounded Tony Blair during his first term in office are recurring there.
Bernie Ecclestone, the formula one boss who gave Labour £1m and later
received an exemption from the ban on tobacco advertising, was negotiating
with Naidu to bring his sport to Hyderabad. I have been shown the leaked
minutes of a state cabinet meeting on January 10 this year.13 McKinsey, they
reveal, instructed the cabinet that Hyderabad should be a “world class
futuristic city with Formula 1 as a core component”. To make it viable,
however, there would be a “state support requirement of Rs400–600 crs” (4–
6bn rupees).14 This means a state subsidy for formula one of £50–75m a year.
It is worth noting that thousands of people in Andhra Pradesh now die of
malnutrition-related diseases because Naidu previously cut the subsidy for
food.

Then the minutes become even more interesting. Ecclestone’s formula one,
they note, should be exempted from the Indian ban on tobacco advertising.
Mr Naidu had already “addressed the PM as well as the Health Minister in
this regard”, and was hoping to enact “state legislation creating an exemption
to the Act”.15

The Hinduja brothers, the businessmen facing criminal charges in India
who were given British passports after Peter Mandelson intervened on their
behalf, have also been sniffing round Vision 2020. Another set of leaked
minutes I have obtained shows that in 1999 their representatives held a secret
meeting in London with the Indian attorney general and the British
government’s export credit guarantee department, to help them obtain the
backing required to build a power station under Naidu’s privatisation
programme.16 When the attorney general began lobbying the Indian
government on their behalf, this caused yet another Hinduja scandal.

The results of the programme we have been funding are plain to see.
During the hungry season, hundreds of thousands of people in Andhra
Pradesh are now kept alive on gruel supplied by charities.17 Last year
hundreds of children died in an encephalitis outbreak because of the shortage
of state-run hospitals.18 The state government’s own figures suggest that 77%
of the population has fallen below the poverty line.19 The measurement
criteria are not consistent, but this appears to be a massive rise. In 1993, there
was one bus a week taking migrant workers from a depot in Andhra Pradesh
to Mumbai. Today, there are 34.20 The dispossessed must reduce themselves
to the transplanted coolies of Blair’s new empire.



Luckily, democracy still functions in India. In 1999, Naidu’s party won 29
seats, leaving Congress with five. Last week, those results were precisely
reversed. We can’t yet vote Tony Blair out of office in Britain, but in Andhra
Pradesh they have done the job on our behalf.

May 18 2004

Painted Haloes

An aura of sanctity is descending upon the world’s most powerful men. On
Saturday the finance ministers from seven of the G8 nations (Russia was not
invited) promised to cancel the debts the poorest countries owe to the World
Bank and the International Monetary Fund. The hand that holds the sword
has been stayed by angels – angels with guitars rather than harps.

Who, apart from the leader writers of the Daily Telegraph,1 could deny that
debt relief is a good thing? Never mind that much of this debt – money lent
by the World Bank and IMF to corrupt dictators – should never have been
pursued in the first place. Never mind that, in terms of looted resources,
stolen labour and now the damage caused by climate change, the rich owe the
poor far more than the poor owe the rich. Some of the poorest countries have
been paying more for debt than for health or education. Whatever the origins
of the problem, that is obscene.

You are waiting for me to say “but”, and I will not disappoint you. The
“but” comes in paragraph two of the finance ministers’ statement. To qualify
for debt relief, developing countries must “tackle corruption, boost private
sector development” and eliminate “impediments to private investment, both
domestic and foreign”.2

These are called “conditionalities”. Conditionalities are the policies
governments must follow before they receive aid and loans and debt relief. At
first sight they look like a good idea. Corruption cripples poor nations,
especially in Africa. The money that could have given everyone a reasonable
standard of living has instead made a handful unbelievably rich. The
powerful nations are justified in seeking to discourage it.

That’s the theory. In truth, corruption has seldom been a barrier to foreign
aid and loans: look at the money we have given, directly and through the
World Bank and IMF, to Mobutu, Suharto, Marcos, Moi and every other



premier-league crook. Robert Mugabe, the west’s demon king, has
deservedly been frozen out by the rich nations. But he has caused less
suffering and is responsible for less corruption than Rwanda’s Paul Kagame
or Uganda’s Yoweri Museveni, both of whom are repeatedly cited by the G8
countries as practitioners of “good governance”. Their armies, as the UN has
documented, are largely responsible for the melt-down in the eastern
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), which has so far claimed 4 million
lives, and have walked off with billions of dollars’ worth of natural
resources.3 Yet the United Kingdom, which is hosting the G8 summit,
remains their main bilateral funder. It has so far refused to make their
withdrawal from the DRC a condition for foreign aid.

The difference, of course, is that Mugabe has not confined his attacks to
black people; he has also dispossessed white farmers and confiscated foreign
assets. Kagame, on the other hand, has eagerly supplied us with the materials
we need for our mobile phones and computers – materials that his troops
have stolen from the DRC. “Corrupt” is often used by our governments and
newspapers to mean regimes that won’t do what they’re told.

Genuine corruption, on the other hand, is tolerated and even encouraged.
Twenty-five countries have so far ratified the UN Convention Against
Corruption, but none of them are members of the G8.4 Why? Because our
own corporations do very nicely out of it. In the UK companies can legally
bribe the governments of Africa if they operate through our (profoundly
corrupt) tax haven of Jersey.5 Lord Falconer, the minister responsible for
sorting this out, refuses to act. When you see the list of the island’s clients,
many of which sit in the FTSE-100 index, you begin to understand.

The idea swallowed by most commentators, that the conditions our
governments impose help to prevent corruption, is laughable. To qualify for
World Bank funding, our model client Uganda was forced to privatise most
of its state-owned companies, before it had any means of regulating their
sale. A sell-off that should have raised $500m for the Ugandan exchequer
instead raised $2m.6 The rest was nicked by government officials.
Unchastened, the World Bank insisted that, to qualify for the debt relief
programme the G8 has now extended, the Ugandan government sell off its
water supplies, agricultural services and commercial bank, again with
minimal regulation.7

And here we meet the real problem with the G8’s conditionalities. They do
not stop at pretending to prevent corruption, but intrude into every aspect of



sovereign government. When the finance ministers say “good governance”
and “eliminating impediments to private investment”, what they mean is
commercialisation, privatisation and the liberalisation of trade and capital
flows. And what this means is new opportunities for western money.

Let’s stick for a moment with Uganda. In the late 1980s, the IMF and
World Bank forced it to impose “user fees” for basic healthcare and primary
eduction. The purpose appears to have been to create new markets for private
capital. School attendance, especially for girls, collapsed. So did health
services, particularly for the rural poor. To stave off a possible revolution,
Museveni reinstated free primary education in 1997 and free basic healthcare
in 2001. Enrolment in primary school leapt from 2.5 million to 6 million, and
the number of outpatients almost doubled. The World Bank and the IMF,
which the G8 nations control, were furious. At the donors’ meeting in April
2001, the head of the Bank’s delegation made it clear that, as a result of the
change in policy, he now saw the health ministry as a “bad investment”.8

There is an obvious conflict of interest in this relationship. The G8
governments claim they want to help poor countries to develop and compete
successfully. But they have a powerful commercial incentive to ensure that
they compete unsuccessfully, and that our companies can grab their public
services and obtain their commodities at rock-bottom prices. The
conditionalities we impose on the poor nations keep them on a short leash.

That’s not the only conflict. The G8 finance ministers’ statement insists
that the World Bank and IMF will monitor the indebted countries’ progress,
and decide whether or not they are fit to be relieved of their burden.9 The
World Bank and IMF, of course, are the agencies that have the most to lose
from this redemption. They have a vested interest in ensuring that debt relief
takes place as slowly as possible.

Attaching conditions like these to aid is bad enough; it amounts to saying
“we will give you a trickle of money if you give us the crown jewels.”
Attaching them to debt relief is in a different moral league: “we will stop
punching you in the face if you give us the crown jewels.” The G8’s plan for
saving Africa is little better than an extortion racket.

Do you still believe our newly sanctified leaders have earned their haloes?
If so, you have swallowed a truckload of nonsense. Yes, they should cancel
the debt. But they should cancel it unconditionally.

June 14 2005



The Corporate Continent

I began to realise how much trouble we were in when Hilary Benn, the
secretary of state for international development, announced that he would be
joining the Make Poverty History march on Saturday. What would he be
chanting? I wondered. “Down with me and all I stand for”?

Benn is the man in charge of using British aid to persuade African countries
to privatise their public services. Wasn’t the march supposed to be a protest
against policies like his? But its aims were either expressed or interpreted so
loosely that anyone could join. This was its strength and its weakness. The
Daily Mail ran pictures of Gordon Brown and Bob Geldof on its front page,
with the headline “Let’s Roll”, showing that nothing either Live8 or Make
Poverty History has done so far represents a threat to power. The G8 leaders
and the business interests their summit promotes can absorb our demands for
aid, debt, even slightly fairer terms of trade, and lose nothing. They can wear
our colours, speak our language, claim to support our aims, and discover in
our agitation not new constraints, but new opportunities for manufacturing
consent. Justice, this consensus says, can be achieved without confronting
power.

They invite our representatives to share their stage, we invite theirs to share
ours. The economist Noreena Hertz offers, according to the commercial
speakers’ agency that hires her, “real solutions for businesses and individuals.
Hertz teaches companies how to be smart and avoid the frictions which
surface when corporate interests conflict with private life . . . the political
right is not necessarily wrong.”1 Then she stands on the Make Poverty
History stage and calls for poverty to be put at the top of the agenda. There is,
as far as some of the MPH organisers are concerned, no contradiction; the
new consensus denies that there’s a conflict between ending poverty and
business as usual.

The G8 leaders have seized this opportunity with both hands. Multinational
corporations, they argue, are not the cause of Africa’s problems, but the
solution. From now on, they will be responsible for the relief of poverty.

In the United States, they have already been given control of the primary
instrument of US policy towards Africa, the African Growth and Opportunity
Act. The Act is a fascinating compound of professed philanthropy and raw
self-interest. To become eligible for help, African countries must bring about
“a market-based economy that protects private property rights”, “the



elimination of barriers to United States trade and investment”, and a
conducive environment for US “foreign policy interests”.2 In return they will
be allowed “preferential treatment” for some of their products in US markets.

The important word is “some”. Clothing factories in Africa will be allowed
to sell their products to the US as long as they use “fabrics wholly formed
and cut in the United States”, or if they avoid direct competition with US
products. The act, treading carefully around the toes of US manufacturing
interests, is comically specific. Garments containing elastic strips, for
example, are eligible only if the elastic is “less than 1 inch in width and used
in the production of brassieres”.3 Even so, African countries’ preferential
treatment will be terminated if it results in “a surge in imports”. It goes
without saying that all this is classified as foreign aid. The act instructs the
US Agency for International Development to develop “a receptive
environment for trade and investment”. What is more interesting is that its
implementation has been outsourced to another agency, the Corporate
Council on Africa.

The CCA is the lobby group representing the big US corporations with
interests in Africa: Halliburton, Exxon Mobil, Coca-Cola, General Motors,
Starbucks, Raytheon, Microsoft, Boeing, Cargill, Citigroup and others.4 For
the CCA, what is good for General Motors is good for Africa: “until African
countries are able to earn greater income,” it says, “their ability to buy U.S.
products will be limited.”5 The US State Department has put it in charge of
training African governments and businesses.6 The CCA runs the US
government’s annual forum for African business, and hosts the Growth and
Opportunity Act’s steering committee.7

Now something very similar is being rolled out in the United Kingdom.
Today, the Business Action for Africa summit will open in London with a
message from Tony Blair. It is chaired by Sir Mark Moody Stuart, the head
of Anglo American, and its speakers include executives from Shell, British
American Tobacco, Standard Chartered Bank, De Beers and the Corporate
Council on Africa.8 One of its purposes is to inaugurate the Investment
Climate Facility, a $550m fund that will be financed by the UK‘s foreign aid
budget, the World Bank and the other G8 nations, but “driven and controlled
by the private sector”.9 The fund will be launched by Niall Fitzgerald,
currently head of Reuters, but formerly chief executive of Unilever, and
before that Unilever’s representative in apartheid South Africa.10 He wants



the facility, he says, to help create a “healthy investment climate” that will
offer companies “attractive financial returns compared to competing
destinations”.11 Anglo American and Barclays have already volunteered to
help.12

Few would deny that one of the things Africa needs is investment. But
investment by many of our multinationals has not enriched its people but
impoverished them. The history of corporate involvement in Africa is a
history of forced labour, evictions, murder, wars, the under-costing of
resources, tax evasion and collusion with dictators. Nothing in either the
Investment Climate Facility or the Growth and Opportunity Act imposes
mandatory constraints on corporations. While their power and profits in
Africa will be enhanced with the help of our foreign aid budgets, they will be
bound only by voluntary commitments, of the kind that have been in place
since 1976 and have proved useless.13

Just as Gordon Brown’s “moral crusade” encourages us to forget the armed
crusade he financed, so the state-sponsored rebranding of the companies
working in Africa prompts us to forget what Shell has been doing in Nigeria,
what Barclays and Anglo American and De Beers have done in South Africa,
and what British American Tobacco has done just about everywhere. From
now on, the G8 would like us to believe, these companies will be Africa’s
best friends. In the name of making poverty history, the G8 has given a new,
multi-headed East India Company a mandate to govern the continent.

Without a critique of power, our campaign, so marvellously and so
disastrously inclusive, will merely enhance this effort. Debt, unfair terms of
trade and poverty are not causes of Africa’s problems but symptoms. The
cause is power: the ability of the G8 nations and their corporations to run
other people’s lives. Where, on the Live8 stages and at the rally in
Edinburgh, was the campaign against the G8’s control of the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund and the United Nations? Where was the demand
for binding global laws for multinational companies?

At the Make Poverty History march, the speakers insisted that we are
dragging the G8 leaders kicking and screaming towards our demands. It
seems to me that the G8 leaders are dragging us dancing and cheering
towards theirs.

July 5 2005



The Flight to India

If you live in a rich nation in the English-speaking world, and most of your
work involves a computer or a telephone, don’t expect to have a job in five
years’ time. Almost every large company that relies upon remote transactions
is starting to dump its workers and hire a cheaper labour force overseas. All
those concerned about economic justice and the distribution of wealth at
home should despair. All those concerned about global justice and the
distribution of wealth around the world should rejoice. As we are, by and
large, the same people, we have a problem.

Britain’s industrialisation was secured by destroying the manufacturing
capacity of India. In 1699 the British government banned the import of
woollen cloth from Ireland, and in 1700 the import of cotton cloth (or calico)
from India.1 Both products were forbidden because they were superior to our
own. As the industrial revolution was built on the textiles industry, we could
not have achieved our global economic dominance if we had let them in.
Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, India was forced to
supply raw materials to Britain’s manufacturers, but forbidden to produce
competing finished products.2 We are rich because the Indians are poor.

Now the jobs we stole 300 years ago are returning to India. Last week the
Guardian revealed that the National Rail Enquiries service is likely to move
to Bangalore, in south-west India. Two days later, the HSBC bank announced
that it is cutting 4000 customer service jobs in Britain and shifting them to
Asia. BT, British Airways, Lloyds TSB, Prudential, Standard Chartered,
Norwich Union, BUPA, Reuters, Abbey National and Powergen have already
begun to move their call centres to India. The British workers at the end of
the line are approaching the end of the line.

There is a profound historical irony here. Indian workers can outcompete
British workers today because Britain smashed their ability to compete in the
past. Having destroyed India’s own industries, the East India Company and
the colonial authorities obliged its people to speak our language, adopt our
working practices and surrender their labour to multinational corporations.
Workers in call centres in Germany and Holland are less vulnerable than
ours, as Germany and Holland were less successful colonists, with the result
that fewer people in the poor world now speak their languages.

The impact on British workers will be devastating. Service jobs of the kind
now being exported were supposed to make up for the loss of employment in



the manufacturing industries that disappeared overseas in the 1980s and
1990s. The government handed out grants for cybersweatshops in places
whose industrial workforce had been crushed by the closure of mines,
shipyards and steelworks. But the companies running the call centres appear
to have been testing their systems at government expense before exporting
them to somewhere cheaper.

It is not hard to see why almost all of them have chosen India. The wages
of workers in the service and technology industries there are roughly one-
tenth of those of workers in the same sectors over here. Standards of
education are high, and almost all educated Indians speak English. While
British workers will take call centre jobs only when they have no choice,
Indian workers see them as glamorous.3 One technical support company in
Bangalore recently advertised 800 jobs. It received 87,000 applications.4
British call centres moving to India can choose the most charming, patient,
biddable, intelligent workers the labour market has to offer.

There is nothing new about multinational corporations forcing workers in
distant parts of the world to undercut each other. What is new is the extent to
which the labour forces of the poor nations are also beginning to threaten the
security of our middle classes. In August, the Evening Standard came across
some leaked consultancy documents suggesting that at least 30,000 executive
positions in Britain’s finance and insurance industries are likely to be
transferred to India over the next five years.5 In the same month, the
American consultants Forrester Research predicted that the US will lose 3.3
million white-collar jobs between now and 2015.6 Most of them will go to
India. Just over half of these are menial “back office” jobs, such as taking
calls and typing up data. The rest belong to managers, accountants,
underwriters, computer programmers, IT consultants, biotechnicians,
architects, designers and corporate lawyers.7 For the first time in history, the
professional classes of Britain and America find themselves in direct
competition with the professional classes of another nation. Over the next
few years, we can expect to encounter a lot less enthusiasm for free trade and
globalisation in the parties and the newspapers that represent them. Free trade
is fine, as long as it affects someone else’s job.

So a historical restitution appears to be taking place, as hundreds of
thousands of jobs, many of them good ones, flee to the economy we ruined.
Low as the wages for these positions are by comparison with our own, they
are generally much higher than those offered by domestic employers. A new



middle class is developing in cities previously dominated by caste. Its
spending will stimulate the economy, which in turn may lead to higher wages
and improved conditions of employment. The corporations, of course, will
then flee to a cheaper country, but not before they have left some of their
money behind. According to the consultants Nasscom and McKinsey, India,
which is always short of foreign exchange, will be earning some $17bn a year
from outsourced jobs by 2008.8

On the other hand, the most vulnerable communities in Britain are losing
the jobs that were supposed to have rescued them. Almost two-thirds of call
centre workers are women,9 so the disadvantaged sex will slip still further
behind. As jobs become less secure, multinational corporations will be able to
demand ever harsher conditions of employment in an industry that is already
one of the most exploitative in Britain. At the same time, extending the
practices of their colonial predecessors, they will oblige their Indian workers
to mimic not only our working methods, but also our accents, our tastes and
our enthusiasms, in order to persuade customers in Britain that they are
talking to someone down the road.10 The most marketable skill in India today
is the ability to abandon your identity and slip into someone else’s.

So, is the flight to India a good thing or a bad thing? The only reasonable
answer is both. The benefits do not cancel out the harm. They exist, and have
to exist, side by side. This is the reality of the world order Britain established,
and which is sustained by the heirs to the East India Company, the
multinational corporations. The corporations operate only in their own
interests. Sometimes these interests will coincide with those of one
disadvantaged group, but only by disadvantaging another.

For centuries, we have permitted ourselves to ignore the extent to which
our welfare is dependent on the denial of other people’s. We begin to
understand the implications of the system we have created only when it turns
against us.

October 21 2003

How Britain Denies Its Holocausts

In reading the reports of the trial of the Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk, you
are struck by two things. The first, of course, is the anachronistic brutality of



the country’s laws. Mr Pamuk, like scores of other writers and journalists, is
being prosecuted for “denigrating Turkishness”, which means that he dared to
mention the Armenian genocide in the First World War and the killing of the
Kurds in the past decade. The second is its staggering, blithering stupidity. If
there is one course of action that could be calculated to turn these massacres
into live issues, it is the trial of the country’s foremost novelist for
mentioning them.

As it prepares for accession, the Turkish government will discover that the
other members of the European Union have found a more effective means of
suppression. Without legal coercion, without the use of baying mobs to drive
writers from their homes, we have developed an almost infinite capacity to
forget our own atrocities.

Atrocities? Which atrocities? When a Turkish writer uses that word,
everyone in Turkey knows what he is talking about, even if they deny it
vehemently. But most British people will stare at you blankly. So let me give
you two examples, both of which are as well documented as the Armenian
genocide.

In his book Late Victorian Holocausts, published in 2001, Mike Davis tells
the story of the famines that killed between 12 and 29 million Indians.1 These
people were, he demonstrates, murdered by British state policy.

When an El Niño drought destituted the farmers of the Deccan plateau in
1876 there was a net surplus of rice and wheat in India. But the viceroy, Lord
Lytton, insisted that nothing should prevent its export to England. In 1877
and 1878, at the height of the famine, grain merchants exported a record 6.4
million hundredweight of wheat. As the peasants began to starve, government
officials were ordered “to discourage relief works in every possible way”.2
The Anti-Charitable Contributions Act of 1877 prohibited “at the pain of
imprisonment private relief donations that potentially interfered with the
market fixing of grain prices”. The only relief permitted in most districts was
hard labour, from which anyone in an advanced state of starvation was turned
away. Within the labour camps, the workers were given less food than the
inmates of Buchenwald. In 1877, monthly mortality in the camps equated to
an annual death rate of 94%.

As millions died, the imperial government launched “a militarised
campaign to collect the tax arrears accumulated during the drought”. The
money, which ruined those who might otherwise have survived the famine,
was used by Lytton to fund his war in Afghanistan. Even in places that had



produced a crop surplus, the government’s export policies, like Stalin’s in the
Ukraine, manufactured hunger. In the northwestern provinces, Oud and the
Punjab, which had brought in record harvests in the preceding three years, at
least 1.25 million died.

Three recent books – Britain’s Gulag by Caroline Elkins, Histories of the
Hanged by David Anderson, and Web of Deceit by Mark Curtis – show how
white settlers and British troops suppressed the Mau Mau revolt in Kenya in
the 1950s. Thrown off their best land and deprived of political rights, the
Kikuyu started to organise, some of them violently, against colonial rule. The
British responded by driving up to 320,000 of them into concentration
camps.3 Most of the remainder – over a million – were held in “enclosed
villages”. Prisoners were questioned with the help of “slicing off ears, boring
holes in eardrums, flogging until death, pouring paraffin over suspects who
were then set alight, and burning eardrums with lit cigarettes”.4 British
soldiers used a “metal castrating instrument” to cut off testicles and fingers.
“By the time I cut his balls off,” one settler boasted, “he had no ears, and his
eyeball, the right one, I think, was hanging out of its socket.”5 The soldiers
were told they could shoot anyone they liked, “provided they were black”.6
Elkins’s evidence suggests that over 100,000 Kikuyu were either killed by
the British or died of disease and starvation in the camps. David Anderson
documents the hanging of 1090 suspected rebels – far more than the French
executed in Algeria.7 Thousands more were summarily executed by soldiers,
who claimed they had “failed to halt” when challenged.

These are just two examples of at least 20 such atrocities overseen and
organised by the British government or British colonial settlers. They
include, for example, the Tasmanian genocide, the use of collective
punishment in Malaya, the bombing of villages in Oman, the dirty war in
North Yemen, the evacuation of Diego Garcia. Some of them might trigger a
vague, brainstem memory in a few thousand readers, but most people would
have no idea what I’m talking about. Max Hastings, on the next page,
laments our “relative lack of interest in Stalin and Mao’s crimes”.8 But at
least we are aware that they happened.

In the Express we can read the historian Andrew Roberts arguing that for
“the vast majority of its half millennium-long history, the British Empire was
an exemplary force for good . . . the British gave up their Empire largely
without bloodshed, after having tried to educate their successor governments
in the ways of democracy and representative institutions” (presumably by



locking up their future leaders).9 In the Sunday Telegraph, he insists that “the
British empire delivered astonishing growth rates, at least in those places
fortunate enough to be coloured pink on the globe”.10 (Compare this to Mike
Davis’s central finding, that “there was no increase in India’s per capita
income from 1757 to 1947”, or to Prasannan Parthasarathi’s demonstration
that “South Indian labourers had higher earnings than their British
counterparts in the eighteenth century and lived lives of greater financial
security”.11 In the Daily Telegraph, John Keegan asserts that “the empire
became in its last years highly benevolent and moralistic”. The Victorians
“set out to bring civilisation and good government to their colonies and to
leave when they were no longer welcome. In almost every country, once
coloured red on the map, they stuck to their resolve.”12

There is one, rightly sacred Holocaust in European history. All the others
can be ignored, denied or belittled. As Mark Curtis points out, the dominant
system of thought in Britain “promotes one key concept that underpins
everything else – the idea of Britain’s basic benevolence . . . Criticism of
foreign policies is certainly possible, and normal, but within narrow limits
which show ‘exceptions’ to, or ‘mistakes’ in, promoting the rule of basic
benevolence.”13 This idea, I fear, is the true “sense of British cultural
identity” whose alleged loss Max laments today. No judge or censor is
required to enforce it. The men who own the papers simply commission the
stories they want to read.

Turkey’s accession to the European Union, now jeopardised by the trial of
Orhan Pamuk, requires not that it comes to terms with its atrocities; only that
it permits its writers to rage impotently against them. If the government wants
the genocide of the Armenians to be forgotten, it should drop its censorship
laws and let people say what they want. It needs only allow Richard
Desmond and the Barclay brothers to buy up its newspapers, and the past will
never trouble it again.

December 27 2005

A Bully in Ermine

I think I have discovered the clinching argument for closing the House of



Lords. It is the presence in that chamber of a peer called Lady Tonge of Kew.
Last week, the baroness (formerly the Liberal Democrat MP Jenny Tonge)

opened a debate about Botswana with an attack on the Gana and Gwi
Bushmen of the Kalahari.1 She suggested they were trying to “stay in the
Stone Age”, described their technology as “primitive”, and accused them of
“holding the government of Botswana to ransom” by resisting their eviction
from their ancestral lands. How did she know? In 2002 she had spent half a
day as part of a parliamentary delegation visiting one of the resettlement
camps into which the Bushmen have been forced. Her guides were officials
in the Botswanan government.

Lord Pearson of Rannoch, a man with whom I seldom find myself in
sympathy, alleged that something was missing from her account: the trip, he
claimed, including first class air travel, was funded by Debswana.2 Debswana
is the joint venture between De Beers and the government of Botswana,
which owns the rights to mine diamonds in the Bushmen’s land in the
Kalahari.

“I took the precaution”, Pearson reported, “of hiring my own interpreter, so
I was able to hear exactly what some of the 200 Bushmen and their families
who had recently been forcibly resettled in a camp at New Xade were saying.
I heard them describe it as a place of death, where they had nothing to do but
drink, take drugs and catch AIDS. Many of them felt that they had been
evicted because Debswana wanted their land for its diamonds . . . I, for one,
came home more convinced than ever that a great injustice was being done.”3

He might have added that Debswana was being assisted by Hill and
Knowlton, the public relations company famous for the unsavoury nature of
its clients.4 It advised the Chinese government in the wake of the Tiananmen
massacre, set up lobby groups for tobacco companies, and coached the girl
who told the false story about Kuwaiti babies being thrown out of incubators
that helped to launch the first Gulf war.5 Until recently, Hill and Knowlton
provided “administrative services” to the parliamentary group of which
Tonge and Pearson are members.6 Now this task is discharged by the
Botswanan High Commission,7 whose line on the Bushmen is identical to
Lady Tonge’s. Its work on this issue is coordinated by Dawn Parr, a former
employee of Hill and Knowlton’s.8 The PR company boasts on its website
about how it “generated support” for Debswana among “UK
parliamentarians”.9



Tonge’s timing was also unfortunate: she made this speech just six weeks
after Survival International launched its campaign to try to discourage people
from characterising indigenous people as primitive and living in the Stone
Age.10 It has its work cut out. Three days after Tonge gave her speech, I
heard the BBC‘s Indonesia correspondent telling the World Service that the
West Papuan’s “way of life, until recently, had more in common with the
Stone Age than the modern world”.11 He was probably not aware that John
Kennedy approved the annexation of West Papua by the Indonesian
government with the words: “those Papuans of yours are some seven hundred
thousand and living in the Stone Age.”12 Stone-aged and primitive are what
you call people when you want their land.

The animal theme comes up quite often too. “How can you have a Stone
Age creature continue to exist in the age of computers?” asked the man who
is now Botswana’s president, Festus Mogae. “If the Bushmen want to
survive, they must change, otherwise, like the dodo they will perish.”13 The
minister for local government, Margaret Nasha, was more specific. “You
know the issue of Basarwa [the Bushmen]?” she asked in 2002. “Sometimes I
equate it to the elephants. We once had the same problem when we wanted to
cull the elephants and people said no.”14

When speaking to an international audience, the government takes a
different line. Like Baroness Tonge, it insists that the Bushmen must be
evicted from the Central Kalahari game reserve for their own good. “It has
never been easy for Government to extend social services to the sparsely
populated remote rural settlements. People have thus been encouraged to
move into settlements with schools, health clinics and other training and
vocational opportunities.”15

“Encouraged” is an interesting word. Ten days ago a United Nations
committee noted “persistent allegations that residents were forcibly removed,
through, in particular, such measures as the termination of basic and essential
services inside the Reserve, the dismantling of existing infrastructures, the
confiscation of livestock, harassment and ill-treatment of some residents by
police and wildlife officers, as well as the prohibition of hunting and
restrictions on freedom of movement inside the Reserve”.16 People who have
tried to remain in their lands have been tortured, beaten and starved.17

Since 2002, the Gana and Gwi have been seeking a court order allowing
them to return to their lands. But the government, aware that eventually the



Bushmen’s supporters will run out of money, has been dragging out the case
for as long as possible.18 It has now repealed the section of the constitution to
which they were appealing.

When, in the 1960s, the Innu of Canada were evicted from their lands by
similar means and for similar purposes, they immediately fell prey to
alcoholism, petrol-sniffing and suicide. Half the population now has diabetes;
35% of the Innu children in schools in Labrador have foetal alcohol
syndrome. Suicide rates are around 12 times higher than the national
average.19 This will be a familiar story to anyone who has witnessed the
forcible relocation of indigenous people. Though the Botswanan government
refuses to keep separate statistics for the evicted Gana and Gwi, they appear
to be succumbing to the same psychic and physical collapse with
extraordinary speed.20

Lady Tonge later explained that she used the word primitive to mean
belonging to “another age”.21 But the Gana and the Gwi, like indigenous
people everywhere, exist today, and what they do belongs to the present as
much as anything anyone else does. There is no scala natura of human
validity which places them at the bottom and us at the top. Faced with a
different set of ecological conditions and economic constraints to ours, the
Bushmen trying to return to their lands see that their traditional practices and
technologies, or some of them at any rate, are more likely to ensure their
survival than sitting in a tin shed drinking moonshine. They can also
understand the benefits of western healthcare and education, but they want to
use them if and as they choose, not as the paternalists in Botswana or the
House of Lords determine.

I would like to be able to say that Lady Tonge’s characterisation of the
Bushmen is itself primitive, meaning that it belongs to another age. But this
would not be true. Not only are indigenous people still widely characterised
as savages in order that their land can be seized; but there is still a House of
Lords in which unelected people like Baroness Tonge talk like Victorian
missionaries of the need to rescue people from their darkness. The
incumbents of the House of Lords are just as much part of the modern world
as the iPod and the Bushman hunting bow. Unlike the Bushmen, however,
they do seem to merit eviction.

March 21 2006



Lady Tonge: An Apology

I now realise that I have misunderstood Baroness Tonge. When she stood up
in the House of Lords last week and accused the Gana and Gwi Bushmen of
trying to stay in the Stone Age and of holding the Botswanan government to
ransom by resisting eviction from their lands, I thought she was a bully, using
her unelected position to attack some of the most vulnerable people on earth.

When she appeared on the Today programme two days later and, having
found herself in a hole, started digging a mineshaft, I thought she was a fool.

When I started reading her Response column in the Guardian today,1 and
saw her angry reply to allegations that had not been made – that she has been
bribed and that her integrity is in question – I began to wonder whether there
might be more to this story than I first supposed.

But when I reached the bottom of her column, and read that she, like me,
wishes to see the closure of the House of Lords, all became clear. I owe Lady
Tonge an apology. She is not a bully, a fool or a stooge. She is a brave and
brilliant political campaigner. She is trying to abolish the upper house, and
the method she has chosen is satire.

Her strategy works like this. First, she accepts a peerage, styles herself
“Baroness Tonge of Kew in the London Borough of Richmond upon
Thames”, and adopts the airs and graces appropriate to that station. Then, she
selects the traditional topic of conversation in the House of Lords – evicting
impoverished people from their lands – and hams it up magnificently. Then,
in perfect mimicry of the peers who for centuries have claimed from those
benches that they know what is best for the poor, she hilariously pretends that
a land-grabbing exercise is in fact a social welfare programme.

She plays all this with a perfectly straight face, until her listeners are
gasping with rage and incredulity, and demanding that she and all the other
barons and baronesses are flung out on their butts and replaced with elected
representatives.

Greater love hath no baroness than this, that a baroness lay down her
credibility for her subjects. Instead of attacking her, as I have done, we
should offer our gratitude for this extraordinary act of self-sacrifice. She has
shown us what we must do. We must call for that which she most desires: her
expulsion from the legislature, along with all the other unelected halfwits in
the House of Lords.



March 24 2006



Arguments With Money



Property Paranoia

A few days ago, after a furious argument, I was thrown out of a wood where I
have walked for over 20 years. I must admit that I did not behave very well.
As I walked away I did something I haven’t done for a long time: I gave the
gamekeeper a one-fingered salute. In my defence I would plead that I was
overcome with unhappiness and anger.

The time I have spent in that wood must amount to months. Every autumn I
would spend days there, watching the turning colours or grubbing for
mushrooms and beechmast and knapped flints. In the summer I would look
for warblers and redstarts. I saw a nightjar there once. It was one of the few
peaceful and beautiful places in my part of the world that’s within a couple of
miles of a station: I could escape from the traffic without the help of a car.
Part of me, I feel, belongs there. Or it did.

It is not that I wasn’t trespassing before. Nor has the status of the land
changed; it is still owned, as far as I know, by the same private estate. No one
tried to stop me in those 20-odd years because no one was there. But now
there is a blue plastic barrel every 50 yards, and the surrounding fields are
planted with millet and maize. The wood has been turned into a pheasant run.
Having scarcely figured in the landowner’s books, it must now be making
him a fortune. And I am perceived as a threat.

The words that rang in my ears as I stomped away were these. “You’ve got
your bloody right to roam now – why do you need to come here?” It struck
me that this could be a perverse outcome of the legislation for which I spent
years campaigning: that the right to walk in certain places is seen by
landowners as consolidating their relations with the public. All that is not
permitted will become forbidden.

But this, I suspect, is a secondary problem. The more important one is



surely the surge of money foaming through the south-east of England. A
thousand woods can be filled with pheasants and still there are not enough to
serve the people who have the money required – the many hundreds of
pounds a day – to shoot them. We were told that the rising tide would lift all
boats. But I feel I am drowning in it.

Two weeks ago, writing in the Financial Times, the economist Andrew
Oswald observed that “the hippies, the Greens, the road protesters, the
downshifters, the slow-food movement – all are having their quiet revenge.
Routinely derided, the ideas of these down-to-earth philosophers are being
confirmed by new statistical work by psychologists and economists.”1 As I
qualify on most counts, I will regard this as a vindication.

Oswald’s point is that the industrialised countries have not become happier
as they’ve become richer. Rates of depression and stress have risen, and
people report no greater degree of satisfaction with their lives than their
poorer ancestors did. In the United States, the sense of well-being has
actually declined. One of the problems is that “humans are creatures of
comparison . . . it is relative income that matters: when everyone in a society
gets wealthier, average well-being stays the same.”2

The same point has been made recently by the New Economics
Foundation,3 and by Professor Richard Layard, in his book Happiness.4 New
developments in both psychological testing and neurobiology allow
happiness to be measured with greater confidence than before. Layard cites
research that suggests that it peaked in the United Kingdom in 1975. Beyond
a certain degree of wealth – an average GDP of around $20,000 per head –
“additional income is not associated with extra happiness”. Once a society’s
basic needs and comforts have been met, there is no point in becoming richer.

I am astonished by the astonishment with which their findings have been
received. Compare, for example, these two statements:

“So one secret of happiness is to ignore comparisons with people who are
more successful than you are: always compare downwards, not upwards.”
(Richard Layard, 2005)5

“It put me to reflecting, how little repining there would be among
mankind, at any condition of life, if people would rather compare their
condition with those that are worse, in order to be thankful, than be
always comparing them with those which are better, to assist their



murmurings and complainings.” (Daniel Defoe, 1719)6

We have been led, by the thinking of people like the psychologist John B
Watson and the economist Lionel Robbins, to forget what everyone once
knew: that wealth and happiness are not the same thing.

Comparison is not the only reason the professors of happiness cite for our
failure to feel better as we become richer. They point to the fact that we
become habituated to wealth. Layard calls this “the hedonic treadmill”. They
blame the longer hours we work and our deteriorating relationships. But there
is something I think they have missed: that wealth itself can become a source
of deprivation.

Having money enhances your freedom. You can travel further and you can
do more when you get there. But other people’s money restricts your
freedom. Where you once felt free, now you find fences. In fact, you must
travel further to find somewhere in which you can be free.

As people become richer, and as they can extract more wealth from their
property, other people become more threatening to them. We know that the
fear of crime is a cause of unhappiness, but so is the sense of being seen as a
potential criminal. The spikes and lights and cameras proclaim that society is
not to be trusted, that we live in a world of Hobbesian relations. The story
they tell becomes true, as property paranoia makes us hate each other. The
harmless wanderer in the woods becomes a mortal enemy.

It is hard to see how that plague of pheasants could be deemed to have
caused a net increase in happiness. A group of very wealthy people, who
already have an endless choice of activities, have one more wood in which to
shoot. The rest of us have one less wood in which to walk. The landowners
tell us that by putting down birds they have an incentive to preserve the
woods; this was one of the arguments the game-keeper used as he was
throwing me off. But what good does that do us if we are not allowed to walk
there?

The Countryside and Rights of Way Act of 2000, which granted us the
right to roam on mountains, moors, heath, downland and commons, has
surely increased the sum of human happiness. But in those parts of the
country that retain very little habitat of that kind (because it has been
destroyed or enclosed by the landowners), the gains we made then might
already have been cancelled out by the losses, as the landlords’ new
opportunities for making money reduce our opportunities for leaving money



behind.
We need the full set of rights we were once promised, and which, in

Scotland, have already been granted: access to the woods, the rivers and the
coast, as well as the open country. But as these places are turned into money-
making monocultures, the question changes. Will we still want to visit them?

January 31 2006

Britain’s Most Selfish People

What greater source of injustice could there be, that while some people have
no home, others have two? Yet the vampire trade in second homes keeps
growing – by 3% a year – uninhibited by government or by the conscience of
the buyers. Every purchase of a second house deprives someone else of a first
one. But to speak out against it is to identify yourself as a killjoy and a prig.

If you travel to Worth Matravers, the chocolate-box village in Dorset in
which 60% of the houses are owned by ghosts,1 you will not find hordes of
homeless people camping on the pavements in cardboard boxes. The market
does not work like that. Young people from the village, unable to buy locally,
have moved away and contributed to the housing pressure somewhere else.
The impacts of the ghost market might be invisible to the purchasers, but this
does not mean they aren’t real. Second home owners are among the most
selfish people in the United Kingdom.

In England and Wales there are 250,000 second homes.2 In England there
are 221,000 people classed as single homeless or living in hostels or
temporary accomodation (these desperate cases comprise about 24% of those
in need of social housing).3 I am not arguing that if every underused house
were turned back into a home the problem of acute homelessness would be
solved. I am arguing that homelessness has been exacerbated by the
government’s failure to ensure that houses are used for living in.

This issue received some rare press coverage last week when the
Affordable Rural Housing Commission published its report.4 It suggested that
second home owners might be taxed more heavily in some places, or that
planning permission should be required to turn a home into a ghost house. Its
ideas, though mild and tentative, were received with fury. “If the Government



adopts these proposals,” the Telegraph roared, “it will be in order further to
punish middle-class voters and to benefit from a grievance culture stoked by
envy.”5 In the Guardian, Simon Jenkins suggested that the commission’s
proposals would deny “existing homeowners the value of their property and
thus mobility for themselves and their children. It is a crazy wealth tax on the
rural poor . . . To imply that those bringing new money and, in many cases,
new economic activity to rural Britain are a social evil is leftwing archaism.”6

If caring about homelessness makes you a leftwing dinosaur, I raise my
claw. It is true that clamping down on second homes would suppress house
prices in the countryside, by a little. That is part of the point. But it is not as if
rural homeowners are suffering from low values. The day before Simon’s
column was published, the Halifax produced figures showing that the average
rural house costs £208,699 (or 6.7 times average annual earnings), while the
average town house costs £176,115.7 Jenkins seems to be asking us to care
more about the profits of those who are already rich in capital than about the
people who have nothing but a box to sleep in. It is also true that at weekends
and during the holiday season, second home owners can bring new trade to
local shops – especially the kind of picturesque boutiques that smoke their
own fish and sell jam jars with paper hats on. But for the rest of the year,
because the village is half empty, business dies.

The environmental impact must also be stupendous. It is hard enough to
accommodate the houses we do need in the countryside, let alone the fake
homes now being built for weekenders. Open the pages of any property
supplement and you will find advertisements for new “holiday lodges” in
Cornwall, Dorset, Pembrokeshire and Norfolk. Regional airports are
springing up (or trying to spring up) wherever City brokers start pricing out
the locals. (People with second homes abroad cause even more damage: one
survey suggests they take an average of six return flights a year8). This is to
say nothing of the environmental costs of maintaining two homes, and
doubtless leaving the security lights on and the appliances on standby while
you continue your life elsewhere.

For all these reasons, I believe the commission’s proposals don’t go far
enough. It treats second home ownership as a local problem, confined to the
most desirable parts of the countryside. It doesn’t consider the wider
contribution that owning them makes to homelessness, or to the destruction
of the environment. Nor does it make the point, almost always missed by the
media, that the majority of second homes (155,000 of the 250,000) are in



towns and cities, where middle-aged businessmen turn what might have been
starter flats into pieds-à-terre. I accept that it’s a rural housing commission,
but I can’t help wondering whether this acknowledgment might have caused
some trouble for Elinor Goodman, the commission’s chair, who has a second
home in Westminster.9

I would like to see the ownership of second homes become prohibitively
expensive, wherever they might be. It remains cheaper to own a second house
than to own a first one. The government has reduced the rebate on council tax
for ghost homes from 50% to 10%,10 but it still seems outrageous that there
should be a discount of any size. Worse, as a letter to the Guardian pointed
out yesterday, people are buying up weekend homes as fake holiday lets and
setting these “loss-making businesses” against tax.11 Plainly this loophole
needs to be closed. But why not a 500% council tax for all second homes,
which local authorities would be obliged to hypothecate: to use, in other
words, for new social housing? It wouldn’t stop the richest people from
buying extra houses, but at least the people at the bottom of the ladder would
get something back.

We’re often told that punitive taxes of this kind wouldn’t work, because
couples could register their homes separately. But this would surely be
possible only for people who are neither married nor in a civil partnership. It
doesn’t stop the government from levying capital gains tax.

The real problem is that almost every MP with a constituency outside
London has two homes or more, and there is scarcely a senior journalist who
is not sucking the life out of a village somewhere, or a paper that does not
depend on advertising by estate agents. Two weeks ago the Sunday Times
revealed that the Labour MP Barbara Follett, who owns a £2m house in her
constituency (in Stevenage), a flat in Soho and homes in Antigua and Cape
Town, has claimed £76,357 in Commons expenses over the past four years
for her London pad.12 Perhaps it isn’t hard to see why MPs aren’t clamouring
for something to be done. On Friday, Peter Mandelson – the man who says
what Blair thinks – told a conference that Labour’s primary challenge was to
find solutions “to the angst of the hard-working middle-class . . . It’s not old
Labour territory we have forgetten and which is detaching itself but the New
Labour territory we have occupied since 1997 which is at risk”.13

In other words, the chances of getting the government to force the
abandonment of second homes are approximately zero. But that should not
stop us from pointing out that it is unacceptable to let the rich deprive the



poor of their homes.

May 23 2006

Theft Is Property

For the past fortnight, the assorted voices of reason have been in uproar about
the strange case of the owner-occupier squatters. In 1977, Jim Sykes and
Sheila Fahy slipped into a derelict house in Islington. They lived, according
to the Daily Mail, like ghosts, neither tending the front garden nor putting out
rubbish, but they registered the property as their address. They acquired
“possessory title” and, a few weeks ago, sold the house for £103,000.

The case has now been complicated by the discovery on the part of the
Sunday Times of the original owner of the property, an old man who, like
Tess of the D’Urbervilles, was probably perfectly happy until he was told he
should have been entitled to greater things. He said he would be seeking legal
advice to establish his rights. He does not seem to have much of a case.
According to the 1980 Limitation Act, “No action shall be brought by any
person to recover any land after the expiration of twelve years from the date
on which the right of action accrued to him.” Mr Rosamond let his chance
slip by in 1989.

MPs are reported to be outraged, and are making “angry demands for a
change in the law”. They are on dangerous ground. The Palace of
Westminster is stuffed with landowners whose family fortunes were built on
the statute of limitation. Many of the commoners, copyholders and small
freeholders who were divested of their rights by enclosure had a solid legal
case for retaining their land, but no practical means of fighting it. In the
Scottish Highlands, thousands of cottars and runrig commoners were shoved
off by the ancestors of some of our noble lords at the point of a pike, and
forced on to ships bound for the Americas. The great-grandchildren of some
of the dispossessed are still alive today.

All land ownership is in one way or another questionable. How many legal
rights were thrust aside by William I’s seizure of England? Or by the
Belgae’s dispossession of the former inhabitants of Kent? The notion of the
absolute ownership of land and standing property is a comparatively novel
one, even in many parts of Britain.



While the MPs clamouring for Mr Rosamond’s rights might be quietly
nudged by their more calculating colleagues, some of their constituents could
stir up a lively fuss. The Advisory Service for Squatters reports that most
enquiries about the use of the Limitation Act come from middle-class owner-
occupiers who have surreptitiously extended their gardens on to derelict land
or into a deceased neighbour’s field.

The historical limitation of land claims is an explosive issue all over the
world. Germany’s reunification treaty allowed for the return of property
seized by the Nazis up until 1945, and the communists from 1948 onwards,
but not for the restitution of land expropriated by the Soviet occupation of
1945–8. Six years on, the former owners are still fighting furiously for
recognition.

In South Africa, the Department of Land Affairs, which is handing back
land seized by the apartheid government, has decided to consider only those
claims arising since 1913. It has so far resisted several applications dating
back to the seventeenth century. In the former Yugoslavia, just as much as on
the West Bank, historical assertions and refutations of ownership are among
the sources of enduring conflict.

The Helms-Burton law currently pitting the United States against its trading
partners is all about old land claims: it imposes penalties on foreign
companies owning property in Cuba that was seized from US companies or
citizens during the revolution in 1959. The legislation begs the question of
how the plaintiffs got their land in the first place. Expropriation and fraud
were, of course, the means by which all white land ownership in the
Americas and Caribbean was established.

All over the world, statutes of limitation were devised to support
landowners’ claims against those of the dispossessed. But as most of the
major land-grabbing in Britain was completed long ago, the progressive way
to change the law may be to reduce, rather than extend, the period of
limitation. Jim Paton of the Advisory Service for Squatters suggests six years,
which would bring land law into line with laws governing other forms of
property. This might encourage the socially beneficial functions of squatting,
pulling empty and derelict houses back into circulation.

But if MPs really do want to go ahead and repeal the Limitation Act, then
let them, and we’ll all have fun scouring our family trees for evidence of
peasant proprietorship in the eleventh century. But we should not expect the
owner-occupiers on whose behalf they have been huffing to thank them for it.



July 18 1996

Expose the Tax Cheats

Behind every great fortune there are two crimes: the crime required to obtain
it, and the crime required to maintain it. Well, that isn’t quite true. There may
be no moral difference between evading tax and avoiding it, but there is a
legal one. If a rich man is well advised, he can lawfully keep every penny to
himself.

Until this has been sorted out, there is precious little point in proposing, as
both the Liberal Democrats and a group of rebel Labour MPs did last week,
that income tax be increased to 50% for people earning more than £100,000 a
year.1 It is just, it is necessary, but it simply raises the incentive for the very
rich to find new means of staying that way.

Tax avoidance in the United Kingdom, according to the Tax Justice
Network, deprives the Exchequer of between £25bn and £85bn a year.2 It’s
hard to get your head round these figures, until you see that the low one more
or less equates to the projected public sector deficit for this financial year.3
The high figure represents 74% of the income tax the Exchequer receives.4 It
is more than we spend on the National Health Service.5 The super-rich are
fleecing us.

Gordon Brown keeps promising to deal with them, and keeps ensuring that
he does no such thing. In his budget speech this year, he made bold claims
about closing existing loopholes, before rejecting the only measure that could
guarantee that new ones don’t open up: a “general anti-avoidance rule”. This
rule would have made all tax avoidance measures illegal, whether they were
devised before or after it was introduced.

A few minutes after his brave assault on tax cheats, Brown announced “an
overall reduction of 40,500 staff” at the Inland Revenue and Customs and
Excise. No one made the connection. Two years ago Nick Davies completed
an exhaustive investigation of the Revenue for the Guardian. He discovered
that the government’s efforts to catch tax avoiders had already “collapsed in a
heap of mismanagement and staff cuts”. “All the specialist offices are
struggling with too few experienced staff” as a result of massive cuts during
the 1990s.6



In his speech in Brighton yesterday, Brown mentioned tax policy just once,
when he scoffed at one of the means – European tax harmonisation – that
would have made it harder for the rich to shift their money overseas.

The problem is that there is almost no public pressure for a real war on tax
avoidance. Last week the Tax Justice Network opened an office in London to
try to focus attention on the issue. But it’s not likely to feature much in the
corporate press. Patience Wheatcroft, the business editor of the Times,
attacks the Treasury for regarding tax avoidance as “tantamount to extreme
wickedness”.7 Coincidentally, her employer, Rupert Murdoch, is the most
successful tax avoider of all. When the Daily Telegraph was owned by Lord
Black, it argued that people have “a legal and moral right to work out how to
pay as little tax as possible, a right which it is in the interest of all citizens to
uphold”.8 It’s not very likely to change its position: its new owners, the
Barclay brothers, live in tax exile in Monaco. The tabloids slaughter the
welfare cheats, and spare the tax cheats.

Understaffed, underfunded, detested, the Inland Revenue has found that the
easiest way of dealing with its crisis is to appease the avoiders. In 2002 Nick
Davies reported that it was covering for the corporations and the super-rich
by refusing to release its figures on enforcement.9

My own, more limited, experience suggests that nothing has changed. I sent
the Inland Revenue a list of questions last week. Is it true, I asked, that (as the
Liberal Democrats have claimed) “the poorest fifth of the population pay a
higher percentage of their income in tax than the richest fifth”? Has the
contribution from the richest fifth been rising or declining? Is it true that there
has been a shift of income tax receipts from the rich to the poor and middling
over the past 10 years? What proportion of total public revenue does income
tax provide? Has this been rising or falling?

The Revenue’s press officer rang me back. “These questions”, he told me,
“are blatantly political.”10 Eventually he promised to send me an email.
When it came through, the answer to all of them was: “No such analysis is
published by the Inland Revenue.”11 I asked him whether the Revenue has
produced an estimate of the amount of money lost through tax avoidance. It
hasn’t.

This is mind-blowing. The Inland Revenue claims that it has made no
attempt to discover whether or not its policies are working, and whether or
not the results are fair.

So, if the super-rich won’t pay, because no one’s interested in making them



pay, what on earth can be done? How can the public’s interest in fair taxation
be revived? How could the government find the courage to stop the tax
cheats?

I have a cruel and unusual proposal: everyone’s tax returns should be
published. If the teachers and dustmen of this country could see that certain
multimillionaires are paying less tax than they are, they’d be so angry that the
government would surely be obliged to act.

We had a taste of this four years ago, when the Sunday Times obtained a
copy of the tax returns submitted by Lord Levy, the multimillionaire Labour
fundraiser. In the year 1998–9, he paid only £5000. Every lowly taxpayer in
the country was scandalised. Levy denounced the newspaper for using details
that had been obtained illegally. He claimed that he had been working for
charity, and had started a new business that wasn’t yet paying for itself. This
might be true, but unless someone steals his subsequent tax returns, we have
no way of knowing. Why shouldn’t public funds be a matter of public
record?

I put this to the Inland Revenue. “Taxpayer confidentiality is of paramount
importance,” it told me.12 I tried out the same proposal with the human rights
group Liberty, and this time I was surprised. “I think our position would be
that we’re in favour of transparency, so we wouldn’t object to it,” their
spokesman told me. “There would be privacy implications, but we wouldn’t
be desperately hostile.”13

Of course, this public information is also private information. But we
already have access to a far more private set of data: wages. By looking
through the job adverts, we can work out more or less what every employee
in the country is paid. The trade unions bargain collectively and publicly over
every term and condition. The salaries of the directors of public companies
are not only made public, they are splashed all over the papers. Does anyone
complain that his civil liberties are being infringed? If we can see how much
people earn, it is hard to understand why we shouldn’t see how much they
pay.

The rich, of course, would go beserk. But as their newspapers are always
reminding us, if people have nothing to hide, they have nothing to fear. We
know where our money goes. Why can’t we see where it comes from?

September 28 2004



Bleeding Us Dry

I have in my hands the epitaph for the first New Labour government. It
consists of just two lines, contained in a table faxed to me by the Department
of Health. The first line reads: Available beds in England, 1996–1997:
198,848. The second line reads: Available beds in England, 1999–2000:
186,290.1 In these figures lies the real endowment that our radical
government has bequeathed to the nation.

Labour’s manifesto maintains that the NHS has “grown by a third” since
1997, and boasts that the government has overseen “the biggest sustained
increase” in spending in the history of the health service. We know that its
investment figures commonly turn out to be less impressive than they first
appear. But there’s no question that it has poured many billions of pounds
into the NHS, partly to meet its promise of a sustained reduction in waiting
times – a promise that can be met only by increasing the number of available
beds. So when we discover that bed numbers have fallen by 12,500 in
England (and some 5000 in Scotland), we can see that something is seriously
wrong. Our money has evaporated. I think I have just found out where it’s
gone.

As readers of this column will, by now, be aware, the private finance
initiative (under which much of the country’s new infrastructure is being
built) is a pernicious scam. The public hospitals, roads, schools and prisons
constructed with private money generally cost more than their public
equivalents, while delivering worse services. As private companies, unlike
the government, seek to make a healthy profit on their investment, this should
scarcely be surprising. But what I have discovered now suggests that the
problem is far graver than anyone had guessed. Our money is being siphoned
out of the NHS before the privately financed hospitals receive a single
patient.

The Norfolk and Norwich university hospital is one of the biggest PFI
schemes in Britain. It was bitterly opposed by local people. The old city-
centre buildings will be shut and the land they occupy sold for executive
housing. The new hospital is being built on greenfield land five miles from
the centre of Norwich. But what upsets the people of Norfolk most is that,
though its cost has risen from an initial estimate of £90m to the current
£229m, the new hospital will provide only 953 beds, in comparison with the
1207 in the existing buildings. If the new complex costs so much, why is it so



small? I think I have stumbled across part of the answer.
I have found definitive evidence that Octagon Healthcare, the private

consortium building the hospital, will soon be in a position to suck £70m out
of the project, over and above the profits it is due to make.2 It can extract this
money from the hospital scheme by means of a clever, complex but entirely
legal process called “refinancing”.

When a consortium has been chosen by the government to build a privately
financed hospital, it borrows money from the banks. The interest rates the
banks charge depend partly on how risky they believe the project to be. Once
the hospital has been built, however, most of the risk disappears. And PFI
schemes now turn out to be considerably less risky than the banks first
assumed, not least because the government has guaranteed the private
companies that their profits come first. If the NHS is faced with a choice of
leaving patients to die in hospital corridors or paying the money it owes to
the consortia, it is now legally and contractually bound to honour its financial
commitments.

This means that when the corporations complete their hospital, they can
borrow against their future earnings at a lower rate than before, and extend
the period over which they must repay the money. So they re-borrow the
same money more cheaply, pay off their original creditors, and then pocket
the difference. The potential gains are enormous. Octagon Healthcare’s five
shareholders – Barclays Bank, the construction company John Laing, the
financiers Innisfree and 3i, and the service providers Serco – invested some
£30m of their own money. The figures I have seen show that they could walk
away with £70m even before they start charging the NHS for their services.

All this might sound very boring and technical. But that £70m is money
that would have stayed within the NHS had the hospital been publicly
financed. It represents 1% of the government’s entire 14-year hospital
building programme. It is enough, by itself, to build a mediumsized hospital.
And what is happening in Norwich is happening all over the country: scores
of PFI projects are being refinanced by their shareholders, draining billions of
pounds from our essential infrastructure.3

This refinancing represents just part of the difference between the terms on
which the government can borrow and the terms on which private companies
can borrow. Governments are regarded by lenders as a safer bet than
corporations. PFI will always offer worse value for money than public
funding because the debt required to support it costs more.



When I spoke to Octagon Healthcare’s general manager, he stressed that
the refinancing deal hasn’t happened yet, and that financial conditions may
change between now and the hospital’s completion in the autumn.4 But he
agreed that £70m is a figure he has heard. He insisted that the hospital
remains good value for money. Every PFI proposal, he pointed out, is tested
by the NHS and the Treasury; if it isn’t cheaper than its public equivalent, it
won’t be commissioned.

In principle, he’s right. In practice, value for money has nothing to do with
it. In July 1997, Alan Milburn, the health secretary, announced that new
hospitals would not be built with public money: “it’s PFI or bust.”5 He
inherited this policy from the Tories, who commissioned the Norfolk and
Norwich scheme. They made it clear to the NHS that whatever the financial
case looked like there was no point in applying to the government for
funding.

In previous columns and in my book Captive State I’ve shown how PFI
projects are manipulated. I’ve seen how hospital refurbishment schemes are
rejected because they are too cheap, and replaced with more lucrative
demolition and rebuilding projects, which allow the companies to charge
higher rents and sell valuable city-centre land.6 But what these new findings
show is that the private finance initiative will always deliver bad value for
money, however it is conducted. It is a gift to big business and a disaster for
everyone else.

Suddenly the decline in bed numbers makes sense. However much the
government pours into the NHS, the service will continue to shrink, as our
money is drained into the shareholders’ accounts.

I can’t blame the companies involved in PFI for taking everything they can
get: their directors have, after all, a legal duty to maximise the value of their
shares. But a government that lets them do it at public expense is a
government unfit for office. Tony Blair has been asking us to “put schools
and hospitals first” when we go to the polls on Thursday.7 If you were to do
as he suggests, you would vote for a change of government.

June 5 2001

Five years later, the refinancing story finally received widespread attention.
This is how it evolved. As you will see, the deal turned out to be even bigger
than I predicted.



An Easter Egg Hunt

Whenever a new scandal about the private finance initiative emerges, the
government and its friends in the financial press blame it on “teething
problems”. When the first contracts permitting private companies to build
and run our public services were signed, the argument goes, our civil servants
didn’t understand that they were being fleeced. If only they had known then
what they know today, they would have obtained better value for public
money.

This, for example, was the argument made by the Financial Times last
week, in response to the latest revelations about the “refinancing” of the
Norfolk and Norwich university hospital, which allowed a group of private
companies to carry off a windfall of £95m. “Acquiring wisdom can be an
expensive business,” its leader sighed. “Public sector and private companies
now know much more about the private finance initiative than they did when
it began.”1 The “hard lessons” they learnt will ensure that such mistakes will
not happen again.

This story, though endlessly repeated, is nonsense. The bonus the
corporations found in the hospital contract was not a mistake. It had been left
there deliberately. It was a sweetener, hidden from the public, that was
designed to make the private finance initiative attractive to private capital.

The new report on the hospital’s refinancing, published last week by the
House of Commons public accounts committee, explains how the Octagon
consortium – a collaboration by Barclays, Serco, John Laing, 3i and Innisfree
– managed to treble its rate of return on the hospital scheme, from 19% to
60%.2 In 2003, five years after signing the contract, the corporations
renegotiated the loans they used to build the hospital, obtaining lower rates of
interest while increasing the payback time. This enabled them to extract their
money, to great financial advantage, at the beginning of the project, rather
than taking it gradually all the way through. In doing so, they managed
greatly to reduce their own financial risk, while increasing the risk to which
the hospital trust is exposed.

The trust, understandably, felt it was entitled to a share of the new money.
But because there was no provision in the contract granting it any rights to a
refinancing windfall, it had to make the most extraordinary concessions to
obtain the miserly portion, £34m, it eventually extracted. It agreed to pay up
to £257m more than it would otherwise have done if it ends the contract



early. To help the investors extract more money, it agreed to extend the
length of the contract from 34 years to 39. As it is impossible to predict
clinical needs so far in advance, this increases the risk that the NHS will end
up paying for services it cannot use. Unlike the companies, which took their
share of the new money immediately, the hospital trust will receive its
portion over 35 years. The chair of the public accounts committee – a
Conservative who seldom loses sleep over excessive corporate profits –
described the deal as “the unacceptable face of capitalism”.3

All this appears to position the Norfolk and Norwich NHS trust, which
negotiated the contract, somewhere on the spectrum between naive and
raving mad. But it was nothing of the kind. It knew that the original deal
offered terrible value for public money. But it had no choice. It was
instructed to accept the corporations’ terms by the Department of Health.
Because this information was not included in the committee’s summary, it
was ignored by the press. But it is a theme to which the rest of the report
keeps returning.

“Although the Department was aware of the potential for refinancing when
entering this contract,” the MPs reveal, “there was no contractual
arrangement to share in refinancing gains.”4 Once the renegotiation began,
the hospital was unable to demand more than 29% of the new money because
“the Department . . . considered that it would have been inappropriate for the
Trust to seek a larger share”. The trust decided to take its money over 35
years, rather than immediately, “under guidance from the Department”. As
one of the Labour members of the committee, Ian Davidson, pointed out to
the man from the health department: “it seems to me that you were tying
hand and foot the trust in terms of what the limits of their expectation ought
to be.”5

Last week a spokesman for the hospital trust told me that it was “very much
alive to the prospects of refinancing and wanted to include it in the contract.
The advice centrally was to drop that issue. The Department was not keen to
frighten the horses.”6

After the report was published, another of the committee’s members, the
Conservative MP Richard Bacon, spelt it out still more clearly on his website.
“The Department of Health would not allow the hospital to include a
refinancing clause in the original contract. This meant the hospital had no
right to receive any proceeds from the refinancing at all, let alone the 29%
share it eventually secured. And that right was only obtained by taking on



huge extra potential liabilities.”7

“The Treasury had guidance specifically saying there should be no
refinancing clauses,” he told me. “It was a lure to get the private sector
involved . . . Ultimately it all stems from Treasury guidance. It was the
Treasury prohibiting refinancing clauses.”8

The deal, in other words, was an Easter egg hunt. In order to persuade the
corporations to participate, the government left an extra £95m in the contract
for them to find. This money represents the difference between the financial
risk the government claimed they would carry and the far smaller financial
risk (attracting lower rates of interest) to which they were actually exposed.
While the drafting of the contract began under the Tories, it was completed,
by Labour, in 1998. By forcing the trust to strike a bad deal, the government
appears to have been negotiating on behalf of the corporations and against the
public interest.

The Treasury’s press office wouldn’t answer my questions on the grounds
that it was “a Department of Health issue”.9 The Department of Health told
me that the government had not demanded a refinancing share in its early PFI
contracts because that would not have offered “value for money”.10 If the
department believes that letting private companies walk off with £95m of free
money represents good value, it’s not surprising that the NHS is in crisis.

If it is true that this handout was a deliberate government policy and that
the Treasury was ultimately responsible, this surely provides more evidence
that those who see Gordon Brown as the radical alternative to Tony Blair are
deceiving themselves as much as those who believed that Blair was the
radical alternative to John Major. Brown did not invent the private finance
initiative, but he keeps it alive, however many scandals it produces. His
record on this issue suggests that he has established his reputation for
prudence by two means: by loading future generations with debt in order to
balance the books today, and by filling the coffers of the corporations to win
himself friends in the financial press.

While I will join the dancing in the streets when Tony Blair goes, I am
mystified by the left’s enthusiasm for his successor. Why should we welcome
the appointment of a man who treats public services as a pension fund for fat
cats?

May 9 2006



A Vehicle for Equality

“Company directors who take big risks and achieve big success deserve big
rewards.”1 That’s what Patricia Hewitt, the trade and industry secretary, said
at the British Motor Show last year, and I think you can guess who she was
talking about. The directors of Rover certainly got their big rewards. We all
now know about their big success. But big risks? It was as obvious then as it
is today that the only people in the business who were subject to no risk at all
were the ones being rewarded for risk-taking. They would walk off with
millions, whatever happened to the company. An inability to distinguish
between the risks to which people expose themselves and the risks to which
they expose others appears to be the defining disease of modern capitalism.

I don’t often find myself standing up for the car industry, but it’s hard not
to share the general outrage about what has happened at Rover. The four
directors, who bought the company for £10, are reported to have siphoned,
quite legally, £40m out of the fuel tank. The taxpayer has had to throw
exactly the same amount at Rover’s suppliers to prevent them from following
it round the U-bend.2 And the money that could have funded generous
redundancy payments and filled the hole in the pension fund has been
frittered away.

The problem here is easily identified: there was a conflict between the
interests of the men who ran the business and the interests of the people who
worked for them. As long as the directors could escape with their huge pay
packets, they had little incentive to ensure that their employees escaped with
anything at all.

Rover, we are told, was a special case. In companies in which the principal
shareholders and the executives are different people, problems like this
should not occur. The shareholders will reward the managers for looking
after their capital in a responsible fashion. But in truth, because of the
opportunity costs of capital, shareholders and executives have a common
interest in securing jam today rather than jam tomorrow. The owners reward
the executives for profit rather than investment, so the managers sacrifice the
future to the present. It’s arguable that the staggering returns the high-street
banks made this year should not have been treated as profits at all, but as
money that might have protected them, and us, against bad loans when the
next recession arrives.

Is this really, as the proponents of the model always claim, the best way of



running a business? Would the Rover workers not have been better off had
they, rather than their bosses, bought the plant for a tenner in 2000?

For a country widely credited with inventing the idea, the United Kingdom
is remarkably hostile to workers’ cooperatives. In one form or another, they
have existed since the division of labour began. But it was our own
enlightened capitalist, Robert Owen, who formalised the idea. The workers’
communities he founded in the early 19th century soon collapsed. We still
have one very large workers’ co-op (the John Lewis Partnership), and
hundreds, or, if you count professional partnerships, thousands of smaller
ones. But the manufacturing co-ops Owen envisaged are few and tiny. The
reason, we are always told, is that they are simply not as competitive as
hierarchical capitalism. Given that there is no law against forming them, why,
if they are such a good idea, have they not out-competed the standard
business model?

There is, I think, an interesting answer to this question. If the principle on
which workers’ co-ops are organised (ownership of the company by its
employees) is uncompetitive, why are so many big companies now
mimicking it, by turning their executives into shareholders? Their incentive
schemes recognise, like the co-ops, that people who own part of the business
will make sure it works. Of course, the schemes are mostly confined to the
executives, who tend to be more mobile than the rest of the workforce. Being
pegged to profits, they do little to encourage the executives to invest. So they
don’t address the conflict of interest. But the central idea of the co-op is now
a standard feature of corporate capitalism.

In several other countries, workers’ co-ops, in which all the workers have a
stake in the business and a voice in its decision-making processes, have
flourished. After the Argentinian economy collapsed in 2001, about 160
businesses were taken over by co-ops.3 Some of them have done so well that
the owners, who had been unable to make them pay, are now suing the
workers in the hope of taking the factories back. One of the reasons for their
success, according to the Washington Post, is that they have dropped their
“higher-paid managers from the payroll”.4 (How often do you read that in the
Post?) The money that would have been snaffled by the executives has
instead been reinvested.

Dutch and Danish farmers have survived the invasion of the super-stores
because, unlike British farmers, they process and market much of their
produce cooperatively, and so can bargain collectively. They can also achieve



economies of scale, which is why British people eat Danish butter and Danish
bacon. The Mondragon co-op is now the biggest industrial group in Euskadi
(the Basque country) and the seventh biggest in Spain, with 71,000 workers.5
Altogether, workers’ co-ops around the world employ about 100 million
people.6

There are problems with the model, however. The Harvard economist
Michael Kremer has used some elegant maths to show how dividends are, in
effect, transferred from the more productive to the less productive workers,
and how worker democracy can militate against innovation and efficiency.7
The greater the capital investment, he shows, the greater the potential
inefficiency, which could explain the scarcity of manufacturing co-ops. Co-
ops, in other words, like hierarchical firms, suffer from conflicts of interest.
There are other constraints too: the lack of access to capital (keeping the
business in the hands of the workers means keeping absentee owners, and
their money, out); and the lack of opportunities for capital (you can’t move it
around as freely as other shareholders can). The Mondragon co-op appears to
have overcome both these problems, by establishing its own bank, which
circulates money among its 200 affiliated businesses, and by encouraging
diversification.

It is also clear that cooperatives can be as predatory as firms owned by
absentee capital. As a solution to exploitation, they present the same problem
as anarchism: internal democracy can be accompanied by external
oppression. But while a company run by its workers has just as great an
incentive to nail us to the wall as a company run by absentee capital, at least
within the firm wealth is widely distributed. An economy dominated by
cooperatives would be a more equal one than an economy like ours.

As far as Rover is concerned, it is hard to see how a workers’ co-op could
have made a bigger cock-up of the business than its bosses did. Next time a
company is sold for the price of four pints of beer, the workers should pick
up the bill.

April 12 2005

Too Soft On Crime

It would be a lot for you or me. For Balfour Beatty plc £150,000 is nothing.



Its turnover, in the first six months of this year, was nearly £2bn. But this, on
Friday, was the price of a human life. Michael Mungovan was a student
trying to make a bit of money. He was told to switch off a live rail on a train
line in south London. He wasn’t qualified to do it, and his partner wasn’t
authorised to supervise him. But they were sent out at midnight on to the
Vauxhall viaduct, one of the most dangerous sections of track in the United
Kingdom. Michael was walking down the line when he was hit from behind
by an empty train.1

It was a staggering example of corporate neglect. The fine was supposed to
“reflect the seriousness of the offence”. But penalties like this are levied in
proportion to the turnover of the business that employs the workers, rather
than the turnover of the parent company. Balfour Beatty Rail Infrastructure
Services is a mere spore from the gills of the Balfour Beatty mushroom. It’s
in the interests of any company whose workers are exposed to danger to
ensure that they are hired by a subsidiary.

But the real issue is that, though the coroner’s inquest reached a verdict of
“unlawful killing”, the company was prosecuted not for corporate
manslaughter, but for the lesser offence of exposing its workers to risk.2 If
you drop a brick from a tower block and it lands on the pavement, you can
expect to be prosecuted for endangering the public. If you drop a brick from a
tower block and it lands on someone’s head, you can expect to be prosecuted
for manslaughter. In Friday’s case, the fact that someone was killed did not
change the nature of the offence. Michael’s death was legally irrelevant.

The government’s Health and Safety Executive (HSE) knew that there was
no point in prosecuting the firm for killing Michael Mungovan. To make this
charge stick, you must prove that one of the directors of the company was
personally responsible for the death. The bigger the company, the harder this
is. The result is that the only corporations that have been convicted of
manslaughter are one-horse outfits in which the director himself was
supervising the dangerous work.

This is why the Hatfield case collapsed last month. The train crash in
October 2000, in which four people died and 120 were injured, was the result
of a broken rail which Railtrack and its contractors had failed to fix. But the
prosecutors were unable to prove that the directors had “consented or
connived” in the failure to mend the track. A board can avoid prosecution by
demonstrating that it hadn’t the faintest idea what its company was doing.
Neglect can thus be used as a defence against the charge of neglect.



It would be easier to prosecute directors if they had a legal duty to ensure
that their company was complying with health and safety laws. But,
bizarrely, they do not. As the Centre for Corporate Accountability (CCA)
points out, it is the directors who make all the key decisions governing safety
at work. They decide how much money is spent on safety training and
equipment; whether or not anything is done when a dangerous practice has
been identified; how the conflicting objectives of safety and profit are
balanced.3 The HSE‘s studies suggest that 70% of the deaths and major
injuries in the workplace are the result of management failure.4 But as the
directors have no legal duty, they can’t be charged with neglecting it.

For seven years the British government has been promising to do
something about this. In 1997, soon after the Southall rail crash, the Home
Secretary, Jack Straw, announced that he would introduce “laws which
provide for conviction of directors of companies where it’s claimed that as a
result of dreadful negligence by the company as a whole, people have lost
their lives”.5 Nothing happened until 2000. Then the Home Office produced a
report proposing a law to permit directors, in extreme cases, to be charged
with gross carelessness or reckless killing.6

Labour’s manifesto in 2001 promised “law reform . . . to make provisions
against corporate manslaughter”. Nothing has happened. In May last year, the
Home Office published a press release announcing “a draft Bill on corporate
manslaughter”, with “a timetable for legislation”.7 It promised to release the
details in autumn 2003. Autumn came and went. Nothing was announced.

The Home Office promised the CCA that the bill would be published “by
the end of the year”.8 It wasn’t. The Home Office then announced that it
would publish “proposals” at the beginning of 2004.9 It didn’t. It then said
they would be produced “in the spring”.10 They weren’t. Last month Tony
Blair told the TUC conference, “we will publish proposals on corporate
manslaughter in the current parliamentary session.”11 It’s not clear why we
should believe him, or why we should assume that if they do materialise, they
will ever be turned into law.

But even if they are, it is now clear that there will be no legal penalties for
directors. In 2002, the Home Office, without announcing to the public that
there had been a change of policy, sent a letter to British corporations. It
assured them that “individual directors etc will not be held liable”.12

The government has been nobbled. Since Straw first promised to change



the law, big business has used its lobbying power to stop this from
happening. The minutes of a meeting of the Health and Safety Commission
(which oversees the HSE) in 2003 reveal that it decided to drop its demand
for a new law after “a note from the CBI [the Confederation of British
Industry] . . . was circulated”.13

Now the HSE has adopted the corporate line: that the best way of dealing
with the problem is to rely on voluntary compliance. There is no evidence
that this works, and plenty that it doesn’t. In 1996, the Conservatives, using
the same argument, cut health and safety enforcement by 25%. The following
year, for the first time in decades, the number of deaths at work rose, by
20%.14 Even the directors accept that prosecution is the most effective way of
holding them to account: when 120 of them were questioned about it in 2000,
two thirds agreed that “an increase in the possibility of inspection and
prosecution, especially of individuals, would provide the best prompt for
employers to improve their approach.”15

And why shouldn’t it? There are criminal sanctions for every other kind of
manslaughter, because the authorities understand that fear of the law is what
stops us from doing other people in. But somehow, according to everyone
from the CBI to a prominent Guardian columnist,16 this doesn’t apply to
company directors. Perhaps they belong to a different species.

The health and safety enforcers now have no choice but to rely on corporate
goodwill: their funding has been slashed by the government. They no longer
have the resources to enforce the existing laws, let alone any new ones.
Enforcement of the safety laws is being dismantled, life by bloody life.

October 5 2004

Media Fairyland

On Thursday, the king of fairyland will be re-crowned. He was elected on a
platform suspended in mid-air by the power of imagination. He is the leader
of a band of men who walk through ghostly realms unvisited by reality. And
he remains the most powerful person on earth.

How did this happen? How did a fantasy president from a world of make-
believe come to govern a country whose power was built on hard-headed



materialism? To find out, take a look at two squalid little stories that have
concluded over the past ten days.

The first involves the broadcaster CBS. In September, its 60 Minutes
programme ran an investigation into how George Bush avoided the Vietnam
draft. It produced memos that appeared to show that his squadron commander
in the Texas National Guard had been persuaded to “sugarcoat” his service
record. The programme’s allegations were immediately and convincingly
refuted; Republicans were able to point to evidence suggesting the memos
had been faked. Last week, following an inquiry into the programme, the
producer was sacked, and three CBS executives were forced to resign.

The incident couldn’t have been more helpful to Bush. Though there is no
question that he managed to avoid serving in Vietnam, the collapse of CBS‘s
story suggested that all the allegations made about his war record were false,
and the issue dropped out of the news. CBS was furiously denounced by the
rightwing pundits, with the result that between then and the election hardly
any broadcaster dared to criticise George Bush. Mary Mapes, the producer
whom CBS fired, was the network’s most effective investigative journalist;
she was the person who helped bring the Abu Ghraib photos to public
attention. If the memos were faked, the forger was either a moron or a very
smart operator.

It’s true, of course, that CBS should have taken more care. But I think it is
safe to assume that if the network had instead broadcast unsustainable
allegations about John Kerry, none of its executives would now be looking
for work. How many people have lost their jobs, at CBS or anywhere else, for
repeating bogus stories released by the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth about
Kerry’s record in Vietnam? How many were sacked for misreporting the
Jessica Lynch affair? Or for claiming that Saddam Hussein had an active
nuclear weapons programme in 2003? Or that he was buying uranium from
Niger, or using mobile biological weapons labs, or had a hand in 9/11? How
many people were sacked during Clinton’s presidency for broadcasting
outright lies about the Whitewater affair? The answer, in all cases, is none.

You can say what you like in the US media, as long as it helps a
Republican president. But slip up once while questioning him, and you will
be torn to shreds. Even the most grovelling affirmations of loyalty won’t
help. The presenter of 60 Minutes, Dan Rather, is the man who once told his
audience, “George Bush is the President, he makes the decisions and, you
know, as just one American, he wants me to line up, just tell me where.”1



CBS is owned by the conglomerate Viacom, whose chairman told reporters,
“we believe the election of a Republican administration is better for our
company.”2 But for Fox News and the shock jocks syndicated by Clear
Channel, Rather’s faltering attempt at investigative journalism is further
evidence of “a liberal media conspiracy”.

This is not the first time something like this has happened. In 1998, CNN
made a programme that claimed that, during the Vietnam war, US special
forces dropped sarin gas on defectors who had fled to Laos.3 In this case,
there was plenty of evidence to support the story. But after four weeks of
furious denunciations, the network’s owner, Ted Turner, publicly apologised
in terms you would expect to hear during a show trial in North Korea: “I’ll
take my shirt off and beat myself bloody on the back.” CNN had erred, he
said, by broadcasting the allegations when “we didn’t have evidence beyond
a reasonable doubt”.4 As the website wsws.org has pointed out, it’s hard to
think of a single investigative story – Watergate, the My Lai massacre,
Britain’s arms to Iraq scandal – that could have been proved at the time by
journalists “beyond a reasonable doubt”.5 But Turner did what was demanded
of him, with the result that, in media fairyland, the atrocity is now deemed
not to have happened.

The other squalid little story broke three days before the CBS people were
sacked. A US newspaper discovered that Armstrong Williams, a television
presenter who (among other jobs) had a weekly slot on a syndicated TV show
called America’s Black Forum, had secretly signed a $240,000 contract with
the US Department of Education.6 The contract required him “to regularly
comment” on George Bush’s education bill “during the course of his
broadcasts” and to ensure that “Secretary Paige [the Education Secretary] and
other department officials shall have the option of appearing from time to
time as studio guests”.7

It’s hard to see why the administration bothered to pay him. Williams has
described as his “mentors” Lee Atwater, the man who, under Reagan’s
presidency, brought a new viciousness to Republican campaigning, and the
segregationist senator Strom Thurmond.8 His broadcasting career has been
dedicated to promoting extreme Republican causes and attacking civil rights
campaigns.

What makes this story interesting is that the show he worked on was
founded, in 1977, by the radical black activists Glen Ford and Peter Gamble,
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to “allow Black reporters to hold politicians and activists of all persuasions
accountable to Black people”.9 They sold their shares in 1980 and the
programme was later bought by the Uniworld Group. With Williams’s help,
the new owners have reversed its politics and turned it into a recruitment
vehicle for the Republican party. Williams appears to have been taking
money for doing what he was doing anyway.

These stories, in other words, are illustrations of the ways in which the US
media is disciplined by corporate America. In the first case, the other
corporate broadcasters joined forces to punish a dissenter in their ranks. In
the second case, a corporation captured what was once a dissenting
programme and turned it into another means of engineering conformity.

The role of the media corporations in the United States is similar to that of
repressive state regimes elsewhere: they decide what the public will and
won’t be allowed to hear, and either punish or recruit the social deviants who
insist on telling a different story. The journalists they employ do what almost
all journalists working under repressive regimes do: they internalise the
demands of the censor and understand, before anyone has told them, what is
permissible and what is not.

So, when they are faced with a choice between a fable that helps the
Republicans and a reality that hurts them, they choose the fable. As their
fantasies accumulate, the story they tell about the world veers further and
further from reality. Anyone who tries to bring the people back down to earth
is denounced as a traitor and a fantasist. And anyone who seeks to become
president must first learn to live in fairyland.

January 18 2005

The Net Censors

“Several of this cursed brood, getting hold of the branches behind, leaped up
into the tree, whence they began to discharge their excrements on my head.”1

Thus Gulliver describes his first encounter with the Yahoos. Something
similar seems to have happened to democracy.

In April, Shi Tao, a journalist working for a Chinese newspaper, was
sentenced to 10 years in prison for “providing state secrets to foreign
entities”. He had passed details of a censorship order to the Asia Democracy



Forum and the website Democracy News.2
The pressure group Reporters Without Borders (RSF) was mystified by the

ease with which Mr Tao had been caught. He had sent the message through
an anonymous Yahoo! account. But the police had gone straight to his offices
and picked him up. How did they know who he was?

Last week, RSF obtained a translation of the verdict, and there it found the
answer. Mr Tao’s account information was “furnished by Yahoo Holdings”.
Yahoo!, the document says, gave the government his telephone number and
the address of his office.3

So much for the promise that the internet would liberate the oppressed. This
theory was most clearly formulated in 1999, by the New York Times
columnist Thomas Friedman. In his book The Lexus and the Olive Tree,
Friedman argues that two great democratising forces, global communications
and global finance, would sweep away any regime that was not open,
transparent and democratic.

“Thanks to satellite dishes, the internet and television,” he asserts, “we can
now see through, hear through and look through almost every conceivable
wall . . . no one owns the internet, it is totally decentralised, no one can turn it
off . . . China’s going to have a free press . . . Oh, China’s leaders don’t know
it yet, but they are being pushed straight in that direction.” The same thing, he
claims, is happening all over the world. In Iran, he saw people ogling
Baywatch on illegal satellite dishes. As a result, he claims, “within a few
years, every citizen of the world will be able to comparison shop between his
own . . . government and the one next door.”4

He is partly right. The internet at least has helped to promote revolutions, of
varying degrees of authenticity, in Serbia, Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan,
Lebanon, Argentina and Bolivia. But the flaw in Friedman’s theory is that he
forgets the intermediaries. The technology that runs the internet did not
sprout from the ground. It is provided by people with a commercial interest in
its development. Their interest will favour freedom in some places and
control in others. And they can and do turn it off. In 2002, Yahoo! signed the
Chinese government’s pledge of “self-regulation”; it promised not to allow
“pernicious information that may jeopardise state security” to be posted.5
Last year Google published a statement admitting that it would not be
showing links to material banned by the authorities on computers stationed in
China.6 If Chinese users of Microsoft’s internet service MSN try to send a
message containing the words “democracy”, “liberty” or “human rights”,



they are warned that “This message includes forbidden language. Please
delete the prohibited expression.”7

A study earlier this year by a group of scholars called the Open Net
Initiative revealed what no one had thought possible: that the Chinese
government is succeeding in censoring the net.8 Its most powerful tool is its
control of the routers, the devices through which data is moved from one
place to another. With the right filtering systems, these routers can block
messages containing forbidden words. Human rights groups allege that
western corporations, in particular Cisco Systems, have provided the
technology and the expertise.9 Cisco is repeatedly cited by Thomas Friedman
as one of the facilitators of his global revolution.

“We had the dream that the internet would free the world, that all the
dictatorships would collapse,” says Julien Pain of Reporters Without Borders.
“We see it was just a dream.”10 Friedman was not the first person to promote
these dreams. In 1993 Rupert Murdoch boasted that satellite television was
“an unambiguous threat to totalitarian regimes everywhere”.11 The
Economist had already made the same claim on its cover: “Dictators
beware!” The Chinese went berserk, and Murdoch, in response, ensured that
the threat did not materialise.

In 1994 he dropped BBC world news from his Star satellite feeds after it
broadcast an unflattering portrait of Mao Zedong. In 1997 he ordered his
publishing house HarperCollins to ditch a book by Chris Patten, the former
governor of Hong Kong. He slagged off the Dalai Lama,12 and his son James
attacked the dissident cult Falun Gong.13

His grovelling paid off, and in 2002 he was able to start broadcasting into
Guangdong. “We won’t do programmes that are offensive in China,”
Murdoch’s spokesman Wang Yukui admitted. “If you call this self-
censorship then of course we’re doing a kind of self-censorship.”14

I think, if they were as honest as Mr Wang, everyone who works for Rupert
Murdoch, or for the corporate media anywhere in the world, would recognise
these restraints. To own a national newspaper or a television or radio station,
you need to be a multimillionaire. What multimillionaires want is what
everybody wants: a better world for people like themselves. The job of their
journalists is to make it happen. As Piers Morgan, former editor of the
Mirror, confessed, “I’ve made it a strict rule in life to ingratiate myself with
billionaires.”15 They will stay in their jobs for as long as they continue to



interpret the interests of the proprietorial class correctly.
What the owners don’t enforce, the advertisers do. Over the past few

months, AdAge.com reveals, both Morgan Stanley and BP have instructed
newspapers and magazines that they must remove their adverts from any
edition containing “objectionable editorial coverage”.16 Car, airline and
tobacco companies have been doing the same thing.17 Most publications
can’t afford to lose these accounts; they lose the offending articles instead.
Why are the papers full of glowing profiles of the advertising boss Martin
Sorrell? Because they’re terrified of him.

So instead of democracy, we get Baywatch. They are not the same thing.
Aspirational TV might stimulate an appetite for more money, or more plastic
surgery, and this in turn might encourage people to look, for better or worse,
to the political systems that deliver them, but it is just as likely to be counter-
democratic. As a result of pressure from both ratings and advertisers, for
example, between 1993 and 2003 environmental programmes were cleared
from the schedules of BBC TV, ITV and Channel 4. Though three or four
documentaries have slipped out since then, the ban has not yet been wholly
lifted. To those of us who have been banging our heads against this wall, it
feels like censorship.

Indispensable as the internet has become, political debate is still dominated
by the mainstream media; a story on the net changes nothing until it finds its
way into the newspapers or on to television. What this means is that while the
better networking Friedman celebrates can assist a democratic transition, the
democracy it leaves us with is filtered and controlled. Someone else owns the
routers.

September 13 2005
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The Antisocial Bastards in Our Midst

The road rage lobby couldn’t have been more wrong. Organisations like the
Association of British Drivers and “Safe Speed” – the boy racers’ club
masquerading as a road safety campaign – have spent years claiming that
speeding doesn’t cause accidents. Safe Speed, with the help of some of the
most convoluted arguments I’ve ever read, even seeks to prove that speed
cameras “make our roads more dangerous”.1 Other groups, such as Motorists
Against Detection (officially known as MAD) have been toppling, burning
and blowing up the hated cameras.2 Speed limits, speed traps and the
government’s “war on the motorist”, these and about a thousand such
campaigns maintain, are shakedown operations, whose sole purpose is to
extract as much money as possible from the poor oppressed driver.

Well, last week the Department for Transport published the results of the
study it had commissioned into the efficacy of its speed cameras.3 It found
that the number of drivers speeding down the roads where fixed cameras had
been installed fell by 70%, and the number exceeding the speed limit by more
than 15mph dropped by 91%. As a result, 42% fewer people were killed or
seriously injured in those places than were killed or injured on the same
stretches before the cameras were erected. The number of deaths fell by over
100 a year. The people blowing up speed cameras have blood on their hands.

But this is not, or not really, an article about speed, or cameras, or even
cars. It is about the rise of the antisocial bastards who believe they should be
allowed to do what they want, whenever they want, regardless of the
consequences. I believe that while there are many reasons for the growth of
individualism in the UK, the extreme libertarianism now beginning to take
hold here begins on the road. When you drive, society becomes an obstacle.
Pedestrians, bicycles, traffic calming, speed limits, the law: all become a



nuisance to be wished away. The more you drive, the more bloody-minded
and individualistic you become. The car is slowly turning us, like the
Americans and the Australians, into a nation that recognises only the freedom
to act, and not the freedom from the consequences of other people’s actions.
We drive on the left in Britain, but we are being driven to the right.

It is not just because of his celebration of everything brash and flash that
Jeremy Clarkson has become the boy racer’s hero. He articulates, with a
certain wit and with less equivocation than any other writer in this country,
the doctrine that he should be permitted to swing his fist, whoever’s nose is in
the way. For years he has championed the unrestrained freedom of the road.
He takes it so far that from time to time he appears to incite his disciples to
vandalise and even kill. “If the only way of getting their [the government’s]
attention”, he told the readers of the Sun in 2002, “is to destroy the tools that
pay for their junkets and their new wallpaper, then so be it. I wish the people
from MAD all the very best.”4 In February this year, he suggested that speed
cameras might be “filled . . . with insulating foam that sets rock hard”.5 After
the London bombings in July, he observed that “many commuters are now
switching to bicycles . . . can I offer five handy hints to those setting out on a
bike for the first time. 1. Do not cruise through red lights. Because if I’m
coming the other way, I will run you down, for fun. 2. Do not pull up at
junctions in front of a line of traffic. Because if I’m behind you, I will set off
at normal speed and you will be crushed under my wheels . . .”6 Clarkson
wants society out of his way when he’s driving, and he isn’t too particular
about how it’s done. One day, one of his fans will take him seriously.

But, doubtless cheered by the response of his readers, he has expanded his
journalism from attacks on “the Lycra-Nazi sandalistas of Islington”
(cyclists) to polemics against every kind of government intervention. He now
rails against “nannying bureaucrats sticking their index linked snouts into the
trough” (he means health and safety inspectors);7 complains that he has to tell
the police why he wants to keep a gun;8 appears to champion the right of
householders to shoot burglars in the back;9 and ponders the use of landmines
to deter ramblers.10

His acolytes are also venturing on to new ground. The website of the
Association of British Drivers carries the usual links to campaigns against
humps in the road (yes, people really are that sad), speed cameras and the
congestion charge.11 But it also directs its readers to about 50 sites claiming



that global warming is a fraud and a lie, several tirades against the evils of the
nanny state, and an article by John Redwood calling for lower taxes.
Libertarianism has left the road and is now driving down the pavement.

Of course, these politics are possible only while we have a state capable of
picking up the pieces. If there were not a massive hidden subsidy for private
transport, those who decry the nannying bureaucrats couldn’t afford to leave
their drives. Speed cameras, according to the government’s study, now save
the country £258m in annual medical bills, a fraction of the billions in health
costs inflicted by Mr Clarkson’s chums. Just as the leftwing movements of
the 1970s, in David Harvey’s words, “failed to recognize or confront . . . the
inherent tension between the quest for individual freedoms and social
justice”,12 the new libertarians fail to recognise the extent to which their
freedoms depend on an enabling state. They hate the institution that allows
them to believe that they can live without institutions.

It is strange to see how the car has been overlooked as an agent of political
change. We know that the breaking of the unions, the dismantling of the
welfare state and the sale of council houses that Margaret Thatcher pioneered
made us more individualistic. But the way in which the transition from
individualism to the next phase of neoliberalism – libertarianism – was
assisted by her transport policies has been largely ignored. She knew what
she was doing. She spoke of “the great car-owning democracy”, and asserted
that “a man who, beyond the age of 26, finds himself on a bus can count
himself as a failure”.13 Her road-building programme was an exercise in both
civil and social engineering. “Economics are the method,” she told us, “the
object is to change the soul.”14 The slowly shifting consciousness of the
millions who spend much of their day sitting in traffic makes interventionist
government ever harder. The difference between the age of Herbert Morrison
and the age of Peter Mandelson can be, in part, accounted for by the
motorcar.

It shouldn’t be hard to see how politically foolish are the current
government’s transport policies. The £11.4bn it is spending on road
building15 is an £11.4 billion subsidy to the Conservative party. However
much Blair seeks to accommodate the new libertarianism, he cannot
consistently position himself to the right of the opposition. The longer he
sustains Thatcher’s social engineering programme, the more trouble he stores
up for his successors. Every branch line that’s closed, every bus that is taken
off the road, every new lane added to a motorway hastens the day when the



Tories get back behind the wheel.

December 20 2005

Driven Out of Eden

It is surely one of the most brazen evasions of reality ever painted. John
Constable’s The Cornfield, completed in 1826, and now hanging in the
National Gallery’s new exhibition, Paradise, evokes, at the very height of the
enclosure movement, a flawless rural harmony. Just as the commoners were
being dragged from their land, their crops destroyed, their houses razed, the
dissenters transported or hanged, Constable conjures the definitive English
Arcadia. A dog walks a herd of sheep into the deep shade of an August day.
A ruddy farm boy drinks from a glittering stream, his donkeys browsing
quietly behind him. In the background, framed by great elms, men in hats and
neckerchiefs work a field of wheat. Beyond them a river shimmers through
water meadows. A church emerges from the trees to bless the happy natives
and their other Eden.

In the midst of the rural hell, Constable invents his heaven. It is a glittering
lie, and we should not be surprised to read in the gallery’s brochure that this
is “one of the nation’s favourite paintings, reproduced countless times and in
thousands of homes”.1 For what Constable has done is what human beings
have always done. Confronted by atrocities, we invoke a prelapsarian
wonder. We construct our Gardens of Eden, real or imagined, out of other
people’s hells.

The timing of the exhibition is good, as it is in this season that we leave our
homes in search of paradise. In doing so, we immiserate other people. It is
not just the noise with which we fill their lives while pursuing our own
tranquillity. In order to create an Eden in which we may disport ourselves in
innocence and nakedness, we must first commission others to clear its
inhabitants out of the way. Like Constable, we are adept at hiding this truth
from ourselves.

The Yosemite Valley in California was set aside by Abraham Lincoln as
the world’s first public wilderness. As the historian Simon Schama records,
“the brilliant meadow floor which suggested to its first eulogists a pristine
Eden was in fact the result of regular fire-clearances by its Ahwahneechee



Indian occupants”.2 The first whites to enter the valley were the soldiers sent
to kill them.3 Eden, in an inversion of the biblical story, was thus created by
man’s expulsion. The colonists redefined the Ahwahneechee’s managed
habitat as wilderness in order to assert both a temporal and spiritual dominion
over it.

America’s Garden of Eden, in other words, is in fact its Canaan, the land of
milk and honey whose indigenous people had first to be eliminated before the
invaders could claim it as their birthright. The Mosaic doctrine of terra
nullius (the inhabitants possess no legal rights to their land), which permitted
the Lord’s appointed to “smite the corners of Moab, and destroy all the
children of Sheth”,4 has become the founding creed of the usurper all over the
world. It continues to inform the land seizures in modern Israel, seeking now
to turn itself into a walled garden; it continues to guide the expropriations
upon which much of the global tourism industry is based.

In the second half of the twentieth century, as the cost of international
transport fell, governments discovered a powerful financial incentive to
create, from the lands of the poor, a paradise for the rich. All over east and
southern Africa, the most fertile lands of the nomads and hunter-gatherers
were declared “primordial wilderness”.5 The inhabitants were shut out; only
those who could afford to pay were permitted to enter heaven. You can read
about the Maasai Mara reserve on the Kenya Tourist Board’s website, under
the heading “Wilderness”. It informs you that the indigenous people, the
Maasai, “regard themselves . . . as much a part of the life of the land as the
land is part of their lives. Traditionally, the Maasai rarely hunt and living
alongside wildlife in harmony is an important part of their beliefs.”6 What it
does not tell you is that the Maasai have been expelled from the “wilderness”
in which they lived in harmony with wildlife, because the tourists did not
expect to see them there.

The government of Botswana has just completed its expulsion of the Gana
and Gwi Bushmen from the Central Kalahari game reserve, on the grounds
that their hunting and gathering has become “obsolete” and their presence is
no longer compatible with “preserving wildlife resources”.7 To get rid of
them, as Survival International has shown, it cut off their water supplies,
taxed, fined, beat and tortured them.8 Bushmen have lived there for some
20,000 years; the wildlife is not threatened by them, but the freedom of the
diamond mining and tourism industries might be. Having expelled the



Bushmen from their ancestral lands, the government now invites tourists to
visit what its website calls “the Last Eden”.9

The precursors of these game reserves were the deer parks and other earthly
paradises the aristocracy built for itself in Britain. In Stowe gardens in
Buckinghamshire, landscaped by Capability Brown in the 1740s on behalf of
the Whig politician Lord Cobham, is a valley called the “Elysian Fields”, the
paradise of the ancient Greeks. Hidden in the trees in the heart of paradise is a
church: the only remaining evidence of one of the villages cleared to make
way for the estate. You can scour the National Trust’s literature for any
reference to the people who lived there, or in the other places that were
turned into the grand estates it preserves, but you will be wasting your time.10

Britain’s biggest NGO recounts the history of heaven, but shields its eyes
from hell.

We deceive ourselves by precisely the same means in building our virtual
Edens. Paul Gauguin sought his garden of innocence in the South Pacific, but
found instead a society ravaged by French colonisation and venereal disease.
Like Constable, he painted paradise anyway; the tableau displayed in the
National Gallery was largely copied from a frieze in a Javanese temple, into
whose implausible Eden Gauguin inserted his ethereal Tahitians.11 Perhaps
the most disturbing painting in the exhibition is François Boucher’s
Landscape with a Watermill. In the French countryside in 1755, the peasants
were living on husks, grass and acorns, but Boucher has plump maids in
white linen sauntering through their tasks, while boys lounge in bucolic
splendour on the riverbank. The painting appears to have been produced for
the walls of a landowner’s home. Today, we find such lies repeated on our
television screens, in the travel and wildlife programmes that seek to
persuade us that all is well in the white man’s playground. The BBC‘s only
recent series on the Congo, filmed in the midst of the massacres there,
informed us that “the Congo may once have been known as the “heart of
darkness” – today it seems more like a bright, beautiful wilderness.”12 It
ignored the killings altogether.

Paradise is the founding myth of the colonist. Unable to contemplate the
truth of what we do, we extract from our fathomless collective guilt a story of
primordial innocence.

August 8 2003



Breeding Reptiles in the Mind

Had The X-Creatures come to any other conclusion, there would have been a
television-shaped hole in my living-room window. I had guessed that the
BBC series, in common with almost all the other treatments of the Loch Ness
mystery, would aver that the existence of the monster hadn’t yet been proved,
but couldn’t be discounted. But, to his credit, the presenter explained what
anyone with a shred of common sense should surely be able to work out for
themselves: that there isn’t, and can’t possibly be, a Loch Ness monster.1

You don’t need a PhD in ecology to be able to see that one member of any
species isn’t going to get very far. After a while – within 70 years for most
large vertebrates – the thing will keel over and die. So any creature that
wanted its genes to survive from the Jurassic to the present day would have to
be in the company of other members of its species. For a breeding population
to remain viable across even the most fleeting of geological epochs, it would,
as the programme pointed out, have to contain at least 5000 animals.

The monster is said to be a reptile of some kind, in which case it must
breathe air. It must, in other words, come to the surface not once every few
years, or even once every few days, but, more probably, once every few
hours. It would spend a good part of its life either on the water’s surface,
breathing, looking around and basking in the sun, or hauled out on the side of
the loch.

Now take a far smaller air-breathing vertebrate, the harbour porpoise. It’s a
mere four feet long, and lives in a much bigger and rougher place than Loch
Ness – the sea. While it generally stays close to the shore, it can travel scores
of miles to good feeding grounds. Yet visit the sparsely habited coast of the
Highlands and Islands and ask whether the harbour porpoises are around, and
the people who work on the sea will be able to tell you straight away.
Skittering around on the surface, blowing noisily, making great bow waves as
they chase their prey, the little monsters couldn’t hide from us, however hard
they tried. Biologists have no trouble keeping track of them and recording the
minutest details of their behaviour. Quite aside from the fact that Loch Ness
is too cold and too devoid of life to support a population of plesiosaurs, were
there a school of 5000 monsters, there couldn’t be a mystery: you could
watch them from the banks whenever you wanted.

Yet there’s one mystery the programme didn’t clear up: namely why, on
every day of the tourist season, coach after coach arrives in the laybys beside



the loch, a piper hurriedly stuffs his fags into his sporran and starts playing
his pipes, and a bunch of eager people, some of whom, presumably, hold
down responsible jobs, scan the placid waters of the loch in the hope of
seeing a dinosaur.

The piper, of course, is just as much a part of the mythology of the
Highlands as the monster. The coach will move from Loch Ness to Ben
Nevis, will stop for a few minutes in Glencoe, where the passengers can buy
shortbread and prints of The Monarch of the Glen, pause in a car park on the
bonny banks of Loch Lomond, then, without stopping in Glasgow, trundle
back to royal Edinburgh. There might be a gory painting of the Glencoe
massacre on the shortbread tins, but that is as close as the occupants will get
to the Scotland of reality rather than the Scotland of their dreams.

It’s the same story the world over. Pulling up at a fishing village on a bank
of the Amazon, I was once greeted by a group of peasants covered in paint
and feathers, with trembling bows and arrows in their hands, grunting and
whooping. I asked them what on earth they were doing. “Oh, sorry,” one of
the men said, “we thought it was the tourist boat.” They went into their
houses and put their T-shirts back on. Amerindian cultures on the banks of
the Amazon collapsed three centuries ago.

You might object that these fantasies are harmless, that local myths simply
provide a bit of fun for the tourists and a bit of money for the hosts. But it’s
the exoticisation of the other, the apprehension that the rest of the world
conforms to different laws, that surely lies at the root of our age-old failure to
understand the impacts – economic, political and ecological – that our
activities exert upon other places. The more we extol the exotic and deny the
real, the more we breed reptiles in the mind.

October 10 1998

Willy Loman Syndrome

If this were Iraq, or Somalia or Chechnya, the trend would not be difficult to
understand. But this is Britain, during the longest period of domestic peace
and prosperity in modern history. After 54 successive quarters of growth and
low inflation, with high employment and a low chance of being murdered in
your bed, we should be the happiest, calmest, least fearful people who have



ever lived. But something has gone wrong.
A report published last week by the British Medical Association suggests

that there has been a steady increase in mental health disorders among
children between five and 16 years old.1 Today, 9.6% of them – very nearly
one in 10 – suffer from psychological problems that are “persistent, severe
and affect functioning on a day-to-day basis”. Roughly “1.1 million children
under the age of 18 . . . would benefit from specialist services.” I don’t think
it would be an exaggeration to describe this as a social catastrophe.

What is going on? The BMA isn’t sure. It suggests that diet may be a
factor, in particular a possible deficiency of omega-3 fatty acids. It notes that
while there has been no increase in the number of 11- to 15-year-olds who
drink alcohol, consumption among those who do has doubled in 14 years. It
found that children living in poverty were much more likely to develop
disorders than those with richer parents. But as child poverty is falling, you
would expect this to mean that psychological problems were declining.

The BMA also points to changing family lives. But another report on the
same issue, published by the Nuffield Foundation in 2004, found that
“marked changes in family type . . . were not the main reason for rising
trends in behaviour problems”.2

The same study contains one of the most arresting statements I have ever
read: “Rises in mental health problems seem to be associated with
improvements in economic conditions.” As our GDP increases, we become
more disturbed. Among other possible causes, it blames rising pressures at
school, changing relationships with other children, and a decline in the limits
and rules set by parents. But all these, it admits, are “untested hypotheses”.
As anyone’s guess is as good as anyone else’s, I feel justified in hazarding
one of my own. I accept that this is a complex problem, and that there are
doubtless many causes. But I propose that one of them is Willy Loman
syndrome.

Willy Loman is the hero of Arthur Miller’s play Death of a Salesman. He is
torn apart by the gulf between his expectations – the promise held out to
everyone of fame and fortune – and reality. Even as his modest powers
decline and his career falls apart, he believes that he can still be number one.
This used to be called the American dream. Now it is everyone’s nightmare.

A survey published in April by the economist Tom Hertz showed that the
United States has one of the lowest levels of intergenerational mobility in the
rich world.3 A child born into a poor family has a 1% chance of growing up



to become one of the richest 5%, while a child born into a wealthy family has
a 22% chance. Another study, published by Business Week, found that in
1978 23% of adult men whose fathers were in the bottom quartile made it
into the top quartile. In 2004 the figure was 10%.4 But reality and public
perceptions are travelling in opposite directions. A poll for the New York
Times published in 2005 showed that 80% of respondents thought it was
possible for poor people to become wealthy by working hard. In 1983 the
figure was only 60%.5

Hertz noted that “among high-income countries for which comparable
estimates are available, only the United Kingdom had a lower rate of mobility
than the United States.” In April, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation published
a study showing that UK citizens in their 30s today are twice as likely to be
stuck in the same economic class as their parents than people born 10 years
earlier.6

Here too, declining mobility is accompanied by rising expectations. In
January the Learning and Skills Council found that 16% of the teenagers it
interviewed believed they would become famous, probably by appearing on a
show like Big Brother.7 Many of them saw this as a better prospect than
obtaining qualifications; 11% of them, it found, were “sitting around waiting
to be discovered”. The council claimed that the probability of being chosen
by Big Brother and of becoming rich and famous as a result is 30 million to
one. But the promise held out to us is that it can happen to anyone. The
teenagers seemed to believe it can happen to everyone.

And this is surely how much of our economy now works. A vast industry is
devoted to selling people images of themselves that bear no relation to
reality. The most obvious of these (this is hardly an original point) is the
celebration of extreme thinness, just as childhood obesity becomes an
epidemic.

The headline on the cover of this month’s edition of the girls’ magazine
Sugar is “Get this Bikini Body with no effort”. Most pages are devoted to
either bodies or celebrities. A feature on Theo Walcott’s partner, Melanie
Slade, shows how she is about to exchange her modest life for mansions,
sports cars, health spas and shopping in Bond Street. Sugar’s drawing of a
typical “celeb wedding” contains an enclosure for “ugly relatives”. A fat
woman is being hosed with fake tan by a makeup artist, who is “trying to
make the uglies photogenic”.

A couple of readers seek to rebel against these impossible dreams, but they



are slapped down. “After reading ‘How to be sexy by Christina Aguilera’”,
one girl writes, “I realised: how can a girl say she’s individual, but look
plastic?” The letters editor replies: “She has an individual approach to
fashion, image and attitude – which is why we think she’s fab.” Another
letter asks: “Why is a celeb always on the cover of Sugar? People who aren’t
celebrities are people, too, and readers would respond better to seeing their
mate’s older sister than a star who they wish they were!” She’s told: “We’ve
done our research and most of you’d prefer to see a celeb on the cover.“

One of the conditions that is growing fastest, the British Medical
Association says, is self-harm: cutting or burning yourself, pulling out your
hair, swallowing poisons. It is commoner in girls than in boys: one survey
found that 11.2% of girls had committed an act of this kind.8 If girls are
attacking or seeking to erase their bodies, it is surely because they have been
taught to hate them.

The gulf between what we are told we should be and what we are is
growing. As children’s expectations lose contact with reality, they are torn
between their inner lives of fame and fortune and the humdrum reality their
minds no longer inhabit. Advertising (and the businesses supported by it) is
not the clattering of the stick in the swill bucket that Orwell perceived so
much as the carrot that keeps the donkey moving. You are never allowed to
come close enough to eat, however hard you pull. An economy driven by
dissatisfaction could scarcely fail to cultivate mental illness.

June 27 2006

The New Chauvinism

Out of the bombings a national consensus has emerged: what we need in
Britain is a renewed sense of patriotism. The rightwing papers have been
making their usual noises about old maids and warm beer, but in the past 10
days they’ve been joined by Jonathan Freedland in the Guardian, Tristram
Hunt in the New Statesman, the New Statesman itself, and just about
everyone who has opened his mouth on the subject of terrorism and national
identity. Emboldened by this consensus, the Sun now insists that anyone who
isn’t loyal to this country should leave it.1 The way things are going, it can’t
be long before I’m deported.



The argument runs as follows: patriotic people don’t turn on each other. If
there are codes of citizenship and a general belief in Britain’s virtues, acts of
domestic terrorism are unlikely to happen. As Jonathan Freedland points out,
the United States, in which “loyalty is instilled constantly” has never “had a
brush with home-grown Islamist terrorism”.2

This may be true (though there have been plenty of attacks by non-Muslim
terrorists in the US – think of the lynchings following emancipation). But
while patriotism might make citizens less inclined to attack each other, it
makes the state more inclined to attack other countries, for it knows it is
likely to command the support of its people. If patriotism were not such a
powerful force in the US, could Bush have invaded Iraq?

To argue that national allegiance reduces human suffering, you must assert
that acts of domestic terrorism cause more grievous harm than all the
territorial and colonial wars, ethnic cleansing and holocausts pursued in the
name of national interest. To believe this, you need be not just a patriot, but a
chauvinist.

Freedland and Hunt and the leader writers of the New Statesman, of course,
are nothing of the kind. Hunt argues that Britishness should be about “values
rather than institutions”; Britain has “a superb record of political liberalism
and intellectual inquiry, giving us a public sphere open to ideas, religions and
philosophy from across the world”.3 This is true, but these values are not
peculiar to Britain, and it is hard to see why we have to become patriots in
order to invoke them. Britain also has an appalling record of imperialism and
pig-headed jingoism, and when you wave the flag no one can be sure which
record you are celebrating. If you want to defend liberalism, then defend it,
but why conflate your love for certain values with love for a certain country?

And what, exactly, would a liberal patriotism look like? When confronted
with a conflict between the interests of your country and those of another,
patriotism, by definition, demands that you should choose those of your own.
Internationalism, by contrast, means choosing the option that delivers most
good or least harm to people, regardless of where they live. It tells us that
someone living in Kinshasa is of no less worth than someone living in
Kensington, and that a policy that favours the interests of 100 British people
at the expense of 101 Congolese is one we should not pursue. Patriotism, if it
means anything, tells us we should favour the interests of the 100 British
people. How do you reconcile this choice with liberalism? How, for that
matter, do you distinguish it from racism?



This is the point at which every right-thinking person in Britain scrambles
for his Orwell. Did not the sage assert that “patriotism has nothing to do with
conservatism”,4 and complain that “England is perhaps the only great country
whose intellectuals are ashamed of their own nationality”?5 He did. But he
wrote this during the Second World War. There was no question that we had
a duty to fight Hitler and, in so doing, to take sides. And the sides were
organised along national lines. If you failed to support Britain, you were
assisting the enemy. But today the people trying to kill us are British citizens.
They are divided from most of those who live here by ideology, not
nationality. To the extent that it was the invasion of Iraq that motivated the
terrorists, and to the extent that it was patriotism that made Britain’s
participation in the invasion possible, it was patriotism that got us into this
mess.

The allegiance that most enthusiasts ask us to demonstrate is a selective
one. The rightwing press, owned by the grandson of a Nazi sympathiser, a
pair of tax exiles and an Australian with American citizenship, is fiercely
nationalistic when defending our institutions from Europe, but seeks to
surrender the lot of us to the US. It loves the Cotswolds and hates Wales. It
loves gaunt, aristocratic women and second homes, and hates oiks, gypsies,
council estates and caravan parks.

Two weeks ago, the Telegraph published a list of “ten core values of the
British identity” the adoption of which, it argued, would help to prevent
another terrorist attack.6 These were not values we might choose to embrace,
but “non-negotiable components of our identity”. Among them were “the
sovereignty of the Crown in Parliament” (“the Lords, the Commons and the
monarch constitute the supreme authority in the land“), “private property”,
“the family”, “history” (“British children inherit . . . a stupendous series of
national achievements”), and “the English-speaking world” (“the atrocities of
September 11, 2001, were not simply an attack on a foreign nation; they were
an attack on the anglosphere”). These non-negotiable demands are not so
different from those of the terrorists. Instead of an eternal caliphate, an
eternal monarchy. Instead of an Islamic vision of history, a Etonian one.
Instead of the ummah, the anglosphere.

If there is one thing that could make me hate this country, it is the
Telegraph and its “non-negotiable components”. If there is one thing that
could make me hate America, it was the sight of the crowds at the Republican
convention standing up and shouting “USA, USA“, while Zell Miller



informed them that “nothing makes this Marine madder than someone calling
American troops occupiers rather than liberators.”7 As usual, we are being
asked to do the job of the terrorists, by making this country ugly on their
behalf.

I don’t hate Britain, and I am not ashamed of my nationality, but I have no
idea why I should love this country more than any other. There are some
things I like about it and some things I don’t, and the same goes for
everywhere else I’ve visited. To become a patriot is to lie to yourself, to tell
yourself that whatever good you might perceive abroad, your own country is,
on balance, better than the others. It is impossible to reconcile this with either
the evidence of your own eyes or a belief in the equality of humankind.
Patriotism of the kind Orwell demanded in 1940 is necessary only to confront
the patriotism of other people. The Second World War, which demanded that
the British close ranks, could not have happened if Hitler hadn’t exploited the
national allegiance of the Germans. The world will be a happier and safer
place when we stop putting our own countries first.

August 9 2005
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