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Letter from the editors
We hope that Contributoria’s final chapter will be the preface to stories of innovation in journalism in the future
Matt McAlister
Someone recently asked us where the name Contributoria came from. It happened so easily, almost accidentally, that it felt as if the name found us.
We liked the way GitHub was changing the way software developers worked. We liked the way Kickstarter was creating community around the funding process. And we wanted to emulate some of Wikipedia’s collaboration ideas.
The key was combining those three concepts to create a platform which supported freelance journalism through peer review and crowdfunding. We wanted to create a community that gave everyone the option to contribute in one way or another, whether through funding, writing, editing, distributing, or whatever.
If everyone was a contributor then it seemed sensible to make the name reflect that. Contributoria.com, .org, @contributoria were all available. So, that was that.
We launched on 1st January, 2014, and now 21 monthly issues later we have over 15,000 members and have published about 800 articles. We are extremely proud of what we have achieved and we have learned a great deal, not only from the journey of working on this project, but also from the contributions and feedback from our Contributoria community.
Contributoria in numbers
We showed that great journalism can be unearthed outside of traditional structures and we proved there’s a genuine willingness (maybe even a hunger) for a community to support the type and style of journalism they want to see and can’t find elsewhere
However, we also know when it’s time to move on to other challenges.
We experienced sharp growth over the months and have reached a point where we’d benefit from some time for reflection and to take stock on what has been a rich learning experience. One thing that unites the team is a desire to continue being involved in crowdfunding and discussions around innovative journalism models. We’re passionate about sharing, and building on, the experience with others working in this space and look forward to talking with many people in the coming weeks and months. There’s no doubt that what we’ve learned here will shape what we do next.
And although the September 2015 issue will be our last, the website will become an archive where the articles produced here will live on.
We owe a huge debt of gratitude to the writers, the members, the partners, and, of course, Guardian Media Group for their support. We also hope that everyone involved in Contributoria will take something positive away from the experience, whether it’s through visible published work, or through the connections made via the community.
Thank you so much for participating in this wonderful initiative. We’re proud to have served you and hope to do so again.
The team can be found on twitter. And we have more details about the closure and what this means for you on the website.
The Contributoria Team
Matt McAlister mattmcalister, Sarah Hartley foodiesarah, Rev Dan Catt revdancatt, Dean Vipond deanvipond, Nat Buckley thatnatbuckley, Robert Ingram-Smith ringrams
From fashioning frocks to fighting fracking
Guest editor Vivienne Westwood explains why she became an activist
Vivienne Westwood
It must be at least 6 or 7 years ago when I became an activist. I read an interview with the originator of the “Gaia” theory, scientist James Lovelock, who guessed that by the end of this century there would be only 1 billion people left. I was traumatised – it changed my life.
If you are ever going to do something, do it with a friend; then it can happen. My friend Cynthia and I launched our own NGO, Climate Revolution, and I inaugurated it at the Paralympics; our banner went up on the video screen, me holding it; and it spontaneously flew to 1 billion people worldwide.
Always use what comes to you. Artist Joe Rush wanted me on one of his chariots for the finale and I used that opportunity.
I called it Climate Revolution because throughout the world in every walk of life the Revolution has begun; people know that we must change our values, it’s spreading fast; for the ones who have any control over their lives, if they save a plastic bag they are already engaged. And we need to accelerate and we need to focus; the matter is urgent! That’s why we call it Revolution. Spread the information. Information is power.
I gave £1 million to the Rain Forest charity Cool Earth because the first thing we have to do is save the Rain Forest - or forget it. I asked Prince Charles’ team what their estimate was and was told £30 billion, but that was because they had a top-down approach – governments, World Bank etc. (the World Bank is sitting on a pot of money from contributions to save the forest but still hasn’t worked out how to spend it). Cool Earth’s approach has been “bottom-up”, hands on, working with indigenous people. They are on target with their plan but still need £100 million(only! – to save the equatorial forest by 2020).
We will continue to work with Cool Earth. Hang onto the NGO’s we bond with – and we linked Cool Earth to another amazing charity, the Inga Foundation who are working to eliminate Rain Forest destruction through slash and burn. NGO’s are our hope – there are thousands of charities and NGO’s. From the very beginning our aim was to link with other NGO’s, work together and speak with the same voice. Cynthia has worked on this, I don’t say tirelessly – but she never flags and has so many friends. I personally have spent most time with Greenpeace, 350.org and my son Joe’s team, Talk Fracking.
These NGO’s really are something, sometimes just one person. Imagine Pamela Anderson – she has a foundation, the Pamela Anderson Foundation, accepting invitations to meet people because they want some of her glamour.
She does this on condition they introduce her to influential people who can help the animal charity PETA or Paul Watson and Sea Shepherd. Sean Penn took her to Haiti to help rehouse earthquake victims. I am hoping she will stop off on her way to Russia to attend our Cool Earth party on the23rd September. Her friend and ex, John (a surfer) was near Bali when the Tsunami hit. He went in there with his $50 kits of plastic bucket plus pipe which give 100 people fresh water for a year and saved lives because fresh water was needed for wounds.
Last I heard of him he was hands-on in the Pine Ridge Reservation, installing rainwater collection on roofs because mining companies, ignoring the rights of the Native Americans, have poisoned the water. Pine Ridge is the Reservation of Leonard Peltier whose claims of innocence I support; he has been in jail for 40 years. And that’s how I met Pamela a long time ago; I was collecting VIP signatures for him at a party in Nice.
Like I said, use what comes to you – and use what you’ve got, therefore I use my fashion: political and save the environment graphics and prints, on clothes, especially t-shirts; themes for shows and press releases, interviews. When journalists say, “What inspired you for this show?” I talk politics instead. Climate change is politics because it is caused by the rotten financial system, although politicians and press hide this – and the fact that they are the cause of most of the calamity and the suffering. Of course they do; the most sickening thing is that they pretend nothing has changed – business as usual, petty distractions that swamp the one overriding problem we face: Mass Extinction!
I was expecting – but it didn’t happen – bless you, you dear fashion journalists, you never said: get on with it! Fashion – talk about your job. Rather you are supportive that fashion can be so intimately engaged with the world.
The Climate Revolution website is the engine for our policy, our targets and our action; it even shapes my main fashion business because of the drive it gives; I see that it is already affecting the structure: it is good for the environment to have a company efficient in human happiness, resources and teamwork. Quality in human values.
The website has given me a chance to write. If I have something to communicate I don’t have to write a letter to the Guardian and hope it gets published, I can put it straight on social media.
The thrill of writing is creative – just as when you design as dress, you have an idea where you’re going but you often end up somewhere else.
The process gives a solidity which forms the idea into an original character with a life of its own: you discover the idea. This is what happens in writing: you begin, you make notes - and by doing the actual writing the idea presents itself to you as the truth of everything you wanted to say at that time. I write everything in longhand and someone types it onto the blog.
I believe all activists, like all of us, can’t bear suffering; they are motivated because they hate the evil that causes it. They fight for a just world wherein every individual can grow to fulfil his potential, develop his human genius to become more and more himself. Aristotle said:
The acorn is happy to become an oak.
Activists all do what I do: work out what’s wrong, find a way to say it – open up the truth – so people can form their own honest opinion. Because public opinion can change everything. I try to hit the nail on the head by shocking people with the truth.
An example from human history: once people believed the world was flat and, therefore,Heaven and Hell had clear locations. When they came to understand the world was round, the Devil became more of a concept than a reality – Faust asks Mephistopheles: Where exactly is Hell? Mephistopheles replies, “Hell is here and I am in it.” This knowledge caused people to stop burning witches. They didn’t see the need of it. My attempts – the best things I’ve said and done to expose the truth:
Getting hotter
This map is 5 degrees hotter than it was in 1800. That was just before the Industrial Revolution and it’s been getting hotter ever since. Right now we are around +2 degrees. If it goes past +2 degrees, we can’t stop it from going to +5. All the methane kicks in. Methane can be up to 80 times more powerful than CO2. We get a chain reaction and runaway climate change. If you draw a line parallel with Paris, below that (Red) is uninhabitable.
The Central Banks control the world’s economy. They do this by creating debt. The central banks are private banks. The US Federal Bank is one, The Bank of England another. They are organized by the Bank for International Settlement (BIS) in Zurich.
These central banks print money. Today they do this by pressing buttons. They create virtual money out of nothing. This money is loaned to other banks, monopolies and governments. It has now become a debt.
The central banks prefer it if loans are never paid because what they want is the interest – which accumulates out of all proportion to reality.
This means they always have fantastic amounts of money to lend and they don’t have to create virtual money except in an emergency.
It also means the central banks come to own everything – because they own the debt. How often have we heard of a poor country selling its assets and natural resources just to keep up with the interest payments on the debt it has been forced to borrow?
The monopolies work this system for the central banks. The monopolies do the actual job of wrecking the planet and exploiting its people (cheap labour). They suck up small businesses.
If you know these two things you can work out everything for yourself – the state we’re in, the lies we’re being told. I spoke at a rally for TTIP. I was in shock. How come we’re only just coming to understand what’s going on? These trade agreements – NAFTA for example, which make use of Investment and State Dispute Settlement (ISDS).
Politicians – We have got to call them CRIMINALS (roars of approval) I think they’re proud of being criminals; every one of their policies is a CRIME against humanity. Absolute proof:
They want to sign TTIP. They think it’s fine that TTIP lets the GIANTS wreck your country and poison the water.
“Oh no! If you stop us we’ll fine you $1 bn. Don’t worry, we’ll sell you some clean water in plastic bottles.”
I never thought these CRIMINALS would have the affrontery to show their hand so clearly: They are pro profit – for the gang game and anti-people.
TTIP is a CRIME, Fracking, Austerity, Climate Change, Killing Bees are CRIMES. When I got home I began to think of the CRIMINALS as playing a game together with the monopolies and the banks – the revolving door. The monopolies are the GIANTS and the central banks are the FACELESS EVIL. We are Faust. We have sold our soul, not for power, but for nothing - we’ve been tricked by the Joker. We stopped striving for (what Matthew Arnold calls) the pursuit of our perfection which is culture, in exchange for the downward transcendence of consumption. And who is the Joker? He’s Mephistopheles, the Entertainer, the Distractor, the Illusionist, the Liar: the mainstream media, the press. I think Marlowe’s play, Dr Faustus, could be reworked.
The week after, I lectured again in Dusseldorf where I had accepted an invitation sponsored by German businesses who wish to know how creative people operate (and where, again) spontaneous applause broke out at the mention of “CRIMINALS”). I gave my fee to Cool Earth.
I made graphics to launch the Politicians R CRIMINALS campaign for our MAN fashion show 21st June in Milan.
Nothing is more important than the question, how do we get from here to a green economy.
The rotten financial system transfers wealth from poor to rich. The poor get poorer and the rich become just a few. The logical outcome of this is total poverty. There will be no market left; there will be nobody left to sell to – they’ll either be too poor or dead. The game is played on this chequerboard. There is nothing on it except the word “destroy” and the faceless evil. On 2 July I began weekly talks to camera from our Battersea Studio. The aim of the campaign is “say criminals”. Just keep saying it, hoping that it will seep into the public consciousness. People would then acknowledge – internalise – the danger we’re in. Of course, this would direct our actions - the power of public opinion. We also need politicians if we are to save ourselves from the disaster the criminals are driving us to - real politicians. We thought of two immediately; Caroline Lucas and Jeremy Corbyn – would have to tick 4 boxes:
We ask the public to help us nominate more. The mass unfortunately are criminals. Public opinion is not reflected in the press; the public have stopped believing them. That is why the press did not manage to undermine Jeremy Corbyn or sabotage his genuine support. We plan to hold a Politicians R Criminals campaign demonstration with some of our model friends at our show on 20 September during London Fashion Week.
Young people aren’t so interested in voting or demonstrating and activist NGOs always think if only we could engage them... How do we engage the people who aren’t already engaged? I don’t think like this: I say I’m fine just sorting out the facts, getting at the information, communicating with the intellectuals, trying to blast the propaganda of the criminals - that’s how we spread the word. People will become engaged, demonstrate, when they change their values by refusing to buy anything in a plastic container as I do, or give up meat. That’s easy to do but harder to get others to do. But tell me, what do we wear on our feet? Stella McCartney says leather is much worse for the environment than plastic. (We do use biodegradable plastic – it won’t kill an albatross – but I don’t think it is ever totally degradable – just very small bits). Maybe it’s canvas shoes with real rubber soles and a tax on the other shoes. Right now I deal with the problem by saying “buy less, choose well, make it last”. My aim in general is to design only quality and less of it: quality versus quantity. One sure thing is that by dropping plastic we change our attitude for the best.
Come out, criminals! I am deadly serious. Nothing is more important than the question, how do we get from here to a green economy. But where are the financial commentators of the mainstream media? The Joker is projecting the illusion that the punters can still play in the bubble, make a killing before it bursts.
Hegemony or survival
In my weekly talks to camera I am revealing point by point the global game of money and destruction played by the criminals. The American warlord provides the context in which the game can be played. In his important book, Hegemony or Survival, Chomsky explains: “In the search for extraterrestrial intelligence the contemporary biologist Ernst Mayr doesn’t think there’s much chance. Mayr estimates the number of species since the origin of life at about 50bn, only one of which achieved the kind of intelligence needed to establish a civilisation: us. It did so very recently, perhaps 100,000 years ago.” Remember this number - 100,000. It is generally assumed that only one breeding group survived of which we are all descendants. The average life expectancy of a species is 100,000 years. Are we too smart? Too clever at killing each other and crazy? Bacteria and beetles are stupid, but they survive better than us. By hegemony, Chomsky means the US, global domination. He says there are two superpowers on the planet: the US (here meaning state power) and public opinion. Hegemony or survival = the US versus us. America’s mission of global empire has endured since WWII; it has built military power that equals all weapons on earth combined. The US has been purposefully frank about its intentions; this means people expect them to do what they say (no matter how terrible). And when they do it, then people have to accept it – they internalise it. It has four main aims.
Propaganda is a favourite theme of Chomsky. Since the democratic movements of the 17th century, the idea has been formed that the general population should be controlled by power and privilege, the self-described “men of best quality”; government must be kept in the institutions then already existing of top-down authoritarian control.
This group of the “good but few” were appalled by the desire for broader representation by men of the people. They referred to the population as a beast that had to be tamed. But because of propaganda, which has now grown into a colossal industry, they changed to look upon people as “the herd” whose consent could be manipulated by propaganda. This is a self-fulfilling formula and the criminals (politicians) feel that the herd doesn’t know what’s good for it; only they, the specialists, know what it needs. Indeed they only know one thing, “if it’s good for business, it’s good for everything” (the knee-jerk response by Vince Cable to John Hilary from War on Want”).
Lip service
You need this faith to prosper in the political club. The criminals pay lip service to democracy during elections. After that, they do what they want. They can’t help “what they want”, because their reflexes are programmed to be pro business/anti people. The US makes the UN ineffective. It vetoes efforts for international law, as it did in 2002 regarding a proposed ban against the militarisation of space. The US ignored the UN Security Council over Iraq and said it would not be bound by their rules governing the use of force. Bush declared “the US will enforce the just demands of the world”, even if the world overwhelmingly objects (the just man of best quality versus the herd).
In 2002, prior to the invasion of Iraq, the US came out with its imperial war strategy, which rids itself of all control by law and makes international law impossible. The strategy asserts the right of the US to undertake “preventive war”. It means the right to use military force to eliminate an imagined or invented threat. That is, the US can make up any excuse for the right to make war - it’s as simple as that. Supporters say the whole framework of international law is just “hot air”.
“The grand attempt to subject the rule of force to the rule of law” should be dumped in the past. This is good, since the US is the leader of the enlightened states and therefore “must resist any effort to curb its use of force”. (Michael Glennon, Foreign Affairs, May-June 2003). It’s not enough for a great power to declare an official policy. It must put it into action. The law is flexible - it can change according to circumstances of the times and this illegality is now a guide to the new norm. We have no choice but to accept it.
As the strategy was announced, the war drums began to beat to rouse public opinion. The target of preventive war must have several characteristics. 1. It must be virtually defenceless. 2. It must be important enough to be worth the trouble. 3. There must be a way to portray it as the ultimate evil and an imminent threat to our survival. (Propaganda, Outrageous lies, see Chomsky p.17-18). Iraq qualified on all counts.
I believe rather that public opinion has internalised the fact that governments worldwide are against them. People know what’s going on. The press does not reflect public opinion.
Climate action also means rediscussing growth-as-usual
Aurora Percannella
The COP21 climate summit in Paris later this year will be humanity’s last chance to keep the disruptive effects of global warming in check. Christiana Figueres, the UN spokesperson on climate, recently told the Associated Press that “science is telling us time is running out” and added suggestively that “we are at five minutes to 12 and Paris is the 12 o’clock strike of the clock”. The sense of urgency has become inescapable. The time for environmental action can no longer be postponed.
In this last-minute rush to prevent disastrous climate scenarios and build global resilience, business greening in particular seems to have become an attractive priority, and not just for small, eco-friendly start-ups. Multinational corporations have started setting internal sustainability goals too, launching promotional ads for climate action that often, at least on the surface, appear to echo the ideals brought forward by some of the most ambitious environmental campaigns.
Think of the "Don’t let fashion go to waste" slogan on H&M recycled shopping bags or of Ben and Jerry’s commercial "If it’s melted, it’s ruined", which pictured a melting scoop of ice cream that resembles planet Earth. Even McDonalds has committed to eradicating unsustainable deforestation practices across its supply chain, while Air France, utilities giant EDF and other big companies that rely heavily on fossil fuels have joined the board of stakeholders in this year’s climate talks and they will be acting as official sponsors of the event.
Although most corporate greening takes place in collaboration with environmental organisations, this drastic change in brand communications and global business strategies has little to share with heartfelt environmental activism. As it turns out, cleaning up production operations isn’t just about saving the planet, but it is the sensible thing to do to protect and grow profit in the long term, particularly at a time of financial and environmental instability.
Leading by example
During my brief consultancy involvement in a mainstream climate campaign sponsored by the World Bank and other key global institutional actors, I was able to finally understand where the focus of the predominant sustainability narrative lies. In the months leading up to an event that could potentially change the life of many, global policy leaders aren’t crafting a universal message to engage people across the world; instead, they are busy persuading multinational corporations to lead by example in the global revolution towards a cleaner economic system. In fact, without the approval and action of these few private protagonists, no climate agreement - no matter how widely supported - would lead to the meaningful results we now urgently need.
But how do you persuade the driving wheels of the current economic system to adopt and sponsor a movement that could potentially render them obsolete in the near future? How do you convince the ever-more-powerful that a binding climate agreement is desirable for them too?
The solution lies in providing a solid narrative that responds to their primary weakness: the need for permanent growth. Firstly, you take the expansion narrative shaping the business strategy of every multinational corporation; then you refresh it, clean it up as much as possible and highlight undesirable commercial scenarios that could take place if the company chooses not to adapt and evolve; finally, you offer them a rebranded, more environmentally conscious version of the traditional growth package.
During the few months I spent on the campaign, the branded commitments of corporate actors embracing sustainability varied considerably; the reasons behind them, not so much. Chief concerns and triggers for climate action tended to always include the awareness that climate change could threaten a company’s reliance on specific commodities across its supply chain, from coffee to oil; the desire to voluntarily invest in clean technologies that would protect profits against future institutional decisions to tax carbon emissions; the expansion of a “green” market niche that could offer corporate sustainability champions considerable returns.
The inability to distinguish and prioritise environmental and commercial goals on a sensible scale of urgency has characterised much of the ongoing mainstream climate negotiations.
In short, for multinational companies, the switch to cleaner solutions coincides with the need to mitigate all environmental and commercial risks that may arise from unchecked global warming. It’s a strategy that makes business sense, as it promises big companies some advantage over their competitors coupled with long-term financial growth.
Unfortunately, this inability to distinguish and prioritise environmental and commercial goals on a sensible scale of urgency has characterised much of the ongoing mainstream climate negotiations. It represents an unambitious approach to finding lasting global solutions for a climate crisis that is already affecting the planet’s most vulnerable inhabitants. It’s the resigned acceptance that the health of our environment is essential up until it clashes against the logic of a free, seemingly unconstrainable market.
Business as usual
And so, instead of reimagining humanity’s environmental impact when confronted with a looming global emergency, we are giving multinational corporations the option to clean up their operations as much as possible while remaining anchored to the traditional belief that the only way forward is growth-as-usual. Instead of innovating business structure by rediscussing the same old growth paradigm that has caused global power imbalances, we are encouraging big corporations to commit to what they can and make the switch to cost-efficient, clean technologies while still aiming for infinite growth. And the resulting paradox is startling.
In practice, this could mean, for example, that when a hypothetical multinational corporation decides to invest in its own wind farm, it will aim to develop it in a geographically unique place characterised by uncommonly strong winds to make it as effective as possible. In turn, this would entail making the plant as big as possible to produce as much clean energy as possible - to then power up the highest possible percentage of a big company’s constantly expanding operations. The result? That company’s activities might be genuinely cleaner and more climate-friendly, but the impact of this large-scale renewable energy project on local communities, biodiversity, access to food and cultural heritage will end up causing disproportionately harmful side effects, eventually giving rise to new global emergencies.
The production of green fuel requires the allocation of vast portions of fertile land to the cultivation of commodities for energy production, rather than food for nourishment.
Take the recent biofuel rush, for example. The production of green fuel requires the allocation of vast portions of fertile land to the cultivation of commodities for energy production - such as palm oil, sugar cane and corn - rather than food for nourishment. To understand just how large the energy crop would need to be in order to be effective, it’s enough to consider that the Congressional Research Service has calculated that even if the entire US corn crop were dedicated to the production of renewable fuel, less than 15% of national gasoline demand would be displaced.
At the same time, large-scale corn cultivation and processing would require carbon-intensive equipment and water; it would destroy habitats, accelerate deforestation, threaten biodiversity and cause imbalances across entire ecosystems; it would reduce the availability of fertile land for food crops and drive up food prices, ultimately exasperating hunger, conflict and migrations. But the resulting fuel would be environmentally friendly.
Up until this point, we have avoided considering that large-scale renewable projects developed by big corporations to clean up their operations have similarly large-scale impacts. But the climate challenge we are now facing is an opportunity to do so. We have the chance to evaluate and redefine our global environmental impact and finally replace the short-term view that puts profit before people and the planet with a more ambitious, long-term perspective. Since crises are systemic, we now have the chance to analyse the entire machinery, tweak unbalanced mechanisms and fix faulty cogs. But we can’t apply temporary patches and hope that the climate emergency affecting the planetary ecosystem will be solved eventually by an uncoordinated series of fragmented interventions.
In a world of finite resources and threatened habitats, large-scale growth at all costs must be rediscussed. This doesn’t necessarily equate to renouncing to growth altogether. It could simply mean, for example, working on reducing energy demand and investing in small-scale renewable projects to reinvent a cleaner, truly sustainable economy.
“Questioning growth is now deemed to be the act of lunatics, idealists and revolutionaries,” Tim Jackson wrote for The Economist, “yet question it we must.” Our obsessive pursuit of growth-as-usual is destroying the fragile ecosystems on which we depend for survival, he continues, safeguarding only the temporary “prosperity of the few”.
In the run-up to the climate talks in Paris, a lot more than the promise of a cleaner version of exponential corporate growth should occupy the discussion table. Mainstream institutional campaigns should be ambitious in moving the focus of the climate narrative from profitability to ecological prosperity for all while pushing for a binding global climate deal. Before it is too late.
The power of Brazil's evangelical churches
While Brazil is in a tremendous political crisis, president Dilma Rousseff’s future depends heavily on politicians who apply their evangelical believes as a guideline for politics. The conservative ‘evangelical faction’ is gaining influence both on a national and regional level. I take a closer look at who these evangelicals are and why people are worried about their growing power
Wies Ubags
’Evangelicals’ is a word that causes confusion, because in Brazil alone there are hundreds of small and big churches who call themselves evangelical. They are very different from each other. Dell Cordeiro and Michel Medeiros are two friendly pastors in their thirties of the small Community of the Cross in the northern Freguesia neighborhood in Rio. A small church with about 150 plastic white chairs for its flock, an organ and a pair of drums, and some bibles on a table for whom forgot.
Mr. Medeiros explains: “There are three different kinds of evangelical churches, the Pentacostal, the neo-Pentacostal and the baptist, presbyterian and methodist, like we are. We are absolutely not united. We presbyterians have more contact with the catholics than with other evangelicals. We understand each other on many issues in the bible.”
Prosperity
The most well known evangelical churches in Brazil are Assembly of God and the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God. Mr. Cordeiro: “The Assembly of God is ok for us. They are big and they are everywhere. They do a lot social work. But we don’t agree with the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, that preaches the theology of prosperity. These evangelical churches have grown most these years. Many poor join them because they are desperate about their situation. The church’s slogan is : ‘Stop suffering.’ If you believe in God and do as the leaders of the Universal Church say, you will become rich.
We believe that a christian should be involved in every aspect of life, so we do a lot of social work. For example we have a group of women called ‘Getting thinner with God.’” He grins: “It’s important, because people in the poor neighborhoods, like the Cidade de Deus slum here around the corner, eat badly: too many carbohydrates. People also suffer anxiety and stress because of the difficulties they face. So we organize yoga classes. Sometimes we just change this house of prayer into a gym! You know, religion is not different from life. Everything you do is for God’s glory. We just try to create better citizens.”
But there is one thing where christians shouldn’t interfere, and that’s politics, mr. Cordeiro and Medeiros think, and there they disagree also with the Assembly of God, that has powerful representatives in congress, like House of Representatives chairman Eduardo Cunha, who is now accused of corruption and who is accused of having transferred bribe money to his church.
Better education
Mr. Medeiros: “I think a good president doesn’t have to be a christian. I don’t agree with evangelical politicians who claim to be the country’s moral conscience and who are against abortion and gay marriage. Brazil is not evangelical. It’s wrong to think that things will get better in the country if only it becomes evangelical.”
Some people are afraid the evangelical faction in congress gets so strong that it will launch a candidate for presidency and win the elections. Cordeiro isn’t so afraid of that. “Brazil has strong catholic roots. The evangelicals won’t take over easily. And Brazilians have a way of take it easy with each other and not make trouble.”
The Universal Church isn’t growing so much anymore, Cordeiro thinks. “We are growing more since five years and I believe it is because people are having better education and think more for themselves. We have a lot of critical young people here who go to university and are volunteers at schools in Cidade de Deus.
Miraculously cured
The majority of the Brazilians still considers itself catholic, about 65 percent, and all the evangelical churches together represent about 23 percent of the population. The catholic church is the one that has lost most of its believers to the evangelicals. Father Marcio Queiroz, who has preached throughout the country, thinks that the main reason is lack of education and therefore lack of ethical consciousness of the people. “There is more of a consumers mentality. People are looking for quick solutions”, he thinks. He lost his own brother to an evangelical church when his his sister-in-law was miraculously cured from cancer by an evangelical pastor. “Religion has entered the markets”, he remarks with a remorseful grin.
Father Marcio thinks that with a more understanding approach the catholic church can regain people who switched to an evangelical church. “In fact, some people are coming back already.
For example we see a lot of young unmarried mothers. We want to help them. Officially we are not allowed to baptize their children. But I believe we have to bring Jesus to different realities and should not exclude people because of what happened in their lives.”
Prostitute
It helps, he says, that pope Francis is very sensitive to the daily social problems of his flock. “He knows the fragility of the people and doesn’t condemn them. That attracts believers. When Jesus met Maria Magdalena, she was a prostitute. Nevertheless he helped her, to find a new way to regain her dignity.”
Father Marcio pleads for a dialogue with other religions and like his evangelical colleagues of the Community of the Cross he criticizes the neo-Pentecostal churches. “Aggression comes from the people who take the bible too literally. But ironically the devil, of whom they speak so much, isn’t mentioned much in the bible. We must dialogue with each other. The members of other religions have also been created by God.”
They preach hatred
Ana Catão is being educated as a mãe de santo (mother of a saint, in other words a priest) in her Afro-Brazilian religion Candomblé. She is young, very thin, black and outspoken. A dancer of Afro-Brazilian dances and within three years a priest. “Slavery is over but blacks are still being killed”, she says.”By the police in the slums, but also in our holy places, the terreiros. Last year four pais de santo (fathers of a saint) were killed. The murderers are from the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God and of the Worldwide Church of God’s Power (also a neo-Pentacostal church, WU). They preach hatred against us and say Candomblé is possessed by the devil.
Our problem is that our terreiros are in the same areas as the churches of the evangelicals are: in poor neighborhoods, for example in slums. There are drug traffickers who have become evangelicals and even become pastors. They forbade people in the neighborhoods to dance African dances and wear white clothes, as we use to do. Many terreiros shut down, because the people are afraid and they move somewhere else. The government should do something about this. We are worried.”
“It’s true”, Marcos Lord, pastor to be in the Betel Metropolitan Community Church in the sad and poor neighborhood Irajá, western Rio. “The neo-Pentacostal churches do cooperate with drug traffickers. And they help demonizing Candomblé. “Only since a eleven year old girl was attacked with a big stone and got badly hurt, they have calmed down a bit.”
Three drag queens
The Betel church is very small, only seventeen members, of which the majority is gay or lesbian. “We have three drag queens and a drag king”, mr. Lord says not without pride. “We are radically inclusive. If for example a prostitute becomes a member of our church, we won’t prohibit her to continue her work. We are human rights defenders. we support the black movement and we are against religious intolerance. We act, we give food to the poor instead of praying for them with our hands in the sky like our neo-Pentacostal colleagues. The Kingdom of God starts in the world and not in the church, as the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God says.”
Unlike the Community of the Cross, the Betel church is convinced it has to be involved in politics and try to make a difference. “We are in a period of conservative retrocession. There has been no violence yet against our church, but we are afraid. When I’m alone here, I lock all the doors.
In the seventies and eighties Brazil was in the intellectual avantgarde. But now in the 21st century conservative forces dominate again and people even want the dictatorship (from 1964 to 1985, WU) back. There are so many people without any notion of history. Little is known about the years of dictatorship, it’s not taught at school.”
Theocracy
Mr. Lord is convinced that the evangelical faction in congress reinforces that conservative trend. “It’s the evangelical faction, with the agriculture lobby and the pro-armament movement. They are only there to defend their own interests. That is not ethical in a country with hunger and inequality.
There is really a danger that Brazil will become a theocracy, like Iran. The influence of the conservative evangelicals is also increasing at regional level. In some areas they managed to get gender and sex issues out of the subject material at schools. It’s yes to the bible and no to the Constitution! The only reason they don’t have a presidential candidate yet is that they don’t agree on who will run.
Homosexuality and religion
Marcos Lord, one of Betel’s drag queens, is from a Pentacostal home, Assembly of God. “That church is very strict about sex. When I was 26, I finally recognized that I was gay. That had cost me very much. It created a distance between me and the church, and my family of course. A friend then presented me to Betel and since 2009 I am a member of the church. I love it because I can unite my homosexuality and my religion.
Reading the bible, I started to understand that God doesn’t have an aversion against homosexuals. My mother finally accepted that too and actually she is coming to our services here in Irajá. But many homosexuals in Brazil don’t have any support from their families. On the contrary: they feel much hatred and they tend to escape in drugs and commit suicide.”
Marcos Lord is worried about the future, because of the power of the conservative forces. But he also sees opportunities. “Since 2002 we have had a leftwing government. It was the hope of the poorest, but gradually it adapted more to world capitalism. Social movements, that financially depended on the government, lost influence in the meantime. But now they are waking up. Congress has become too conservative, there’s work to be done. It must change.”
As the yarn unravels…sensory perceptions
Cathy Dippnall
Sensory perceptions Knitting has long been known to be a calming pastime and is trending globally as the perfect stress reliever.
I have often wondered why I have such a fascination with wool/yarn and am just as happy touching and feeling the different types, as I am knitting or crocheting. My 91-year old mother loves the softness and lightness of acrylic yarn and has become quite an enthusiastic knitter. But it really came home to me when I visited a lady who gave up her wool shop because of failing eyesight due to macular degeneration. She loves knitting and is making things all the time. Perhaps the reason I love the feel of wool is that I too have suffered from extremely poor eyesight most of my life and I have always loved the feel and bright colours of both wool and fabric, and I am a compulsive hoarder of both.
There is nothing better than taking out a stash, rearranging colours and textures and experimenting with different thicknesses and patterns, before putting the whole lot away again. There is as much pleasure in handling the wool as there is making something. During a particularly stressful time I was obsessed with making ‘light as a feather’ triangular shawls made from fluffy angora-like acrylic wool. Using huge needles I must have knitted at least a dozen, which I gave to unsuspecting friends and family before I tired of making them and started making scarves and beanies out of a multitude of textured and colourful scraps.
Then I joined the prayer shawl ministry at my local church and that was a life changing experience for me as I realised that I could, through my knitting or crochet be a blessing and a comfort to those going through a life transition or in pain or suffering in some way.
British physiotherapist Betsan Corkhill, who founded an association called Stitchlinks, promotes knitting as a therapeutic practice.
“For those of us who are ill, unemployed or bored for various reasons, staying occupied is clearly good for our health, especially when a hobby is connected to a social circle.” Corkhill adds that the main focus of Stitchlinks is to use knitting as a healthcare tool – unravelling the neuroscience behind its two-sided, cross midline, rhythmic, automatic movements and the complex combination of physiological, psychological, behavioural, social and creative benefits experienced. “We are also passionate about a ‘whole-person’ approach to wellbeing and health care so encourage variety, curiosity, exploration, creativity, laughter and a lot of fun.”
In a nutshell the rhythmic, repetitive movements of knitting or crocheting appears to keep us focused on the present by distracting us from thinking about past events or feeling fearful about the future. The therapeutic nature of knitting actually helps bring down blood pressure, heart rate and helps prevent anxiety-related illnesses.
Social knitting a runaway success
It is the social interaction, feeling of wellbeing and being able to focus on making blankets for people in need that has made 67 Blankets for Nelson Mandela Day a runaway success in South Africa.
Founded in 2014 by philanthropist Carolyn Steyn, the 67 Blankets for Nelson Mandela Day Facebook group has grown from a personal need of hers to get 67 friends to make blankets before Nelson Mandala Day on 18 July 2014, to the non-profit organisation that it is today with thousands of South African and international members.
Carolyn turned to Facebook with a plea for help never expecting that over three thousand people would respond. Not only that, since the project went viral it has brought South African men, women and children from all walks of life together in a way that the government has yet to achieve.
Apart from being a member myself, knitting and crocheting several blankets over the past year, I have been a ‘fly on the wall’ observing from a distance, a phenomena that attracted the eye of the Department of Correctional Services (prisons) who started a pilot project with Carolyn and a team from 67 Blankets, with inmates from Zonderwater maximum security prison.
The initial project was to get the prisoners to crochet blankets to give away to less fortunate people in the community on Mandela Day, but the enthusiasm of the men, their eagerness to teach one another saw a marked change in attitude and behaviour. So much so that the head of Correctional Services signed an agreement with 67 Blankets recently that will see every prison in South Africa take part in crocheting blankets for the needy. This will be made possible through wool donations and crochet classes undertaken by local ambassadors and members.
And it is not only the prison inmates that have changed – everyone taking part in the 67 Blankets project has been reluctant to stop after the annual 18 July target date, so they have found other reasons to carry on knitting, crocheting and looming blankets, scarves and hats for needy people, as well as starting social and skills upliftment groups.
A hobby that virtually died out in the last 30 or 40 years in favour of cheap commercially knitted goods, has returned with fervour.
Why would there be so much demand to knit and crochet? People are busier than before, wool is not cheap and the desire to do ‘good works’ for a specific project is either one off or seasonal. Looking at many of the enthusiastic people who have joined 67 Blankets, a large number are poor and unemployed. Apart from (male) prison inmates there is also a growing number of men who are passionate about crocheting and looming.
What is the draw card? There must be more to the craft than merely creating a garment or blanket, so I asked some of my friends why they are so addicted to knitting and crocheting.
One of my friends, Gail Jennings never stops knitting beautiful garments, even when travelling for her business or leisure activities. Wherever she goes Gail is knitting or searching out a wool shop where she can browse. “I could talk about it endlessly! It’s about the beauty of the texture, the colour, the sense of possibility of the wool itself, even if I don’t knit the wool. And the joy of creating/producing something - choosing wool and patterns to knit for someone else gives me the opportunity to really think about the person and what they like to wear, what colours they love. The joy of wearing something I made. And the joy of the actual physical process of knitting - that methodical repetitiveness.”
Many of us were taught to knit and crochet by our mothers, aunts or grandmothers. Erica Smith say she was taught to crochet by her Nan (granny) whom she lived with during term time at junior school.
“I restarted crocheting during my nursing years and making baby blankets for all my friends that began to fall pregnant. The first “baby” is now in his forties! I also crocheted many blankets and knee rugs while my hubby worked on a project in Germany. That was to fight off depression as I was alone in a small village. I brought all these blankets home and they went to children living with Aids and cancer. And now I crochet baby blankets for my friend’s grandchildren and for this amazing drive of 67 Blankets for Mandela Day.”
Mary Anderson says she finds crocheting very calming and strangely “satisfying” when a scrap of wool completes a row.
Timmy Kwinda crochets the most beautiful blankets – designed by himself. Through his passion for making blankets and encouraging his friends to crochet, he is now an ambassador for 67 Blankets. He was taught by his late mother Elizabeth – who also taught the local community. “Crocheting has become very important to this rural group, who mostly live off the land, and even though they don’t have jobs they are happy and content to crochet for 67 Blankets.”
Engelinah Sigari and her friend Rosian who live in Thohoyandou in Limpopo Province were also taught to crochet by Timmy’s mother. “I started crocheting and knitting when I was 12 years old - making clothes. The person who inspired us was the late women’s hero Elizabeth Kwinda. She was so talented and good at leading people by example. I am proud to say that Elizabeth’s son Timmy Kwinda has continued where his mother left off. He is a good and wise leader for 67 Blankets and we enjoy each and every moment we have with him - crocheting is our daily life and has given us a new lifestyle.”
Holistic way to heal society
With South Africa’s history of crime and violence there are many people suffering from anxiety or post-traumatic stress disorder – joining social and therapeutic knitting/crochet groups like 67 Blankets or Stitchlinks is a holistic and healthy way of healing and re-socialising with the community.
Betsan Corkihill says just moving your eyes from side to side may be beneficial and it is a powerful yoga technique. “Knitting is a ‘constructive addiction’ that takes the place of other habits like smoking or obsessive checking or texting on one’s mobile. One blessing of the relaxing craft is that you can take your knitting/crochet with you and do it in public.”
The beauty of knitting or crocheting is that you don’t need expensive equipment to get started and it is quick and easy to learn simple stitches. As Gail Jennings comments, it is joyful choosing wool and patterns to make something that other people will enjoy. And as everyone who knits and crochet says – just the feel of the wool is enough to cheer them up.
The largest hand made crochet blanket in the world
The outcome of this year’s 67 Blanket drive is that it won them a place in the Guinness Book of World Records on 21 April 2015, for the largest crochet blanket made up of over 4 000 handmade blankets, measuring 3,377 m². The blanket was laid out at the foot of Nelson Mandela’s statue at the Union Buildings in Pretoria.
What people may not know is that there were many more blankets laid out on the terraces above and below the statue, to complete a beautiful spectacle that the great man would have been proud of.
Amongst them were three blankets that I made and a loomed blanket made by my husband Kelvin, as well as several blankets made by friends. It is amazing to belong to a group that spans the length and breadth of South Africa and beyond, with people from all communities – including thousands of school children, disabled people and grannies, to prisoners from Zonderwater and Leeukop prison’s juvenile centre. They all contributed to making blankets that would be laboriously hand sewn together by hundreds of volunteers to make the largest crochet blanket in the world.
Postscript
All the individual blankets (about 9 000 all told) were tagged from point of origin and the same number were sent back to each town and city that participated. All the blankets have since been distributed to people in need.
For more information and links: https://www.nelsonmandela.org/news/entry/67-blankets-for-mandela-day http://stitchlinks.com/index.html https://www.facebook.com/groups/67blanketsnelsonmandeladay/ http://www.guinnessworldrecords.com/world-records/largest-crochet-blanket/ http://www.shawlministry.com/instructions.html
Have you heard of Twiddlemuffs?
They’re a knitted muff with item attached so that a patient with dementia can twiddle in their hands. People with dementia often have restless hands and like to have something to keep their hands occupied. It provides a wonderful source of visual, tactile and sensory stimulation and at the same time keeping hands snug and warm. To find out how to knit Twiddlemuffs: http://www.ravelry.com/patterns/library/twiddlemuff
Do you love crocheting and knitting for charity? Make and send 20cm squares to Knit-a-Square and help keep a cold AIDS orphan warm.It is estimated that there are 14.8 million orphans in sub-Saharan Africa and 1.9 million live in South Africa. Many of these children are AIDS orphans or have been abandoned. Many live in poverty in informal settlements heading up families of their siblings together with other children, while some live on the streets or on dumps, without shelter. Find out more about participating in Knit-a-Square: http://www.knit-a-square.com/
Building hydropower projects in the Himalayas
The large billion-dollar hydropower projects in the Himalayas bring drinking water and electricity to far-off villages and big cities. They also add to the state treasury in the form of taxes and revenues. But the woes of the displaced people never end.
Arpita Chakrabarty
The vast Tehri Dam lake drowned homes and memories.
Rajendra Rana was growing impatient in the court premises. He sat down, and threw his notes off the bench.
“My life would perhaps end in running to and fro to the court for justice”, he said.
Inside the court, a few minutes back, the two justices took a deep concern that the displaced people like Rana have not been provided civic amenities, land rights and cultivable land in the last 35 years.
The court asked the government to take a fastidious decision on the proper rehabilitation of people, who were displaced from Tehri for the construction of the tallest dam of India in the small Himalayan state of Uttarakhand. The next date of hearing on the case was scheduled three months later.
Rana, 58, is old enough to know his rights to live a proper life would be delayed; he may not live to that day when his family receives a proper rehabilitation package. “My grandfather filed the case. I am the third generation looking to get adequate compensation and rights.” Lawsuits in India often run for generations, fighting the same old case for a respectable justice.
Rana, 58, knows he may not live to that day when his family receives a proper rehabilitation package.
It’s been a long battle already. The government and the hydropower corporation didn’t responsibly fulfill the needs of 1,00,000 people who were affected for construction of the dam since 1979.
Many of the populace, who were uprooted from their homes, was sent to Pathri rehabilitation site, where clean drinking water, primary health care units, post office and transport facilities still remain a miss. The 24,000 people living here don’t have documents of their new displaced lands to show they live here. Their names were simply entered in a register by the dam authorities. They can’t avail government subsidies, apply for bank loans and numerous schemes.
“We don’t have a proper cultivable land like we had in our village. We are refugees in our own land”, Rana said, a rhetoric wandering.
So here was Rana at the court – again – one of the last times to plead for land rights and civic amenities in their new land.
There will be more hearings, and Rana will be there. Maybe if he shows up to all of them despite of his ill health, his grandchildren won’t have to live a degraded life.
Before the water engulfed everything
Rana’s village for the first twenty-two of his life was a beautiful hilly and wooded landscape in Tehri district. He was the first person in his entire family to go to a college; they were a farming community who depended on their habitat for fuel, fodder, water and food. All their food was produced locally in their own land. Rana and his family grew beans, apples, jhangora, and had free access to water, fish, and wood.
His father migrated to the nearby cities to ensure a more adequate livelihood. He sent money home to his mother who took care of Rana and his four siblings and grandparents. His mother would sell the agricultural surplus to Tehri market.
From the top of a hill, he shows me where once his village stood and how he played marbles and ate singori (a sweetmeat) with his friends.
I can see no village, or its dwellers. A powerful, massive lake drowned the homes and memories of Rana and his likes.
“We spoke in our own dialect back home, now our neighbours and family members drifted apart from each other, and we lost our language”, Rana says.
The traditional Garhwali festivals and ceremonies are plenty in a calendar. With the harmony of local dress, drum, jewellery and food, Garhwali festivals are feast for the eyes. After these families moved to different locations in Haridwar, Rishikesh and New Tehri, festivals became seldom, and gradually they lost touch to their roots and culture.
“We didn’t get to meet many of the people we knew then after we were uprooted from our village”, Rana says in a poignant tone.
As far as my eyes can see, a large vacuum of blue water lays out in the open. I can see no village, or its dwellers. A powerful, massive lake drowned the homes and memories of Rana and his likes.
The protests shook the country
When the 260.5 metre high rock fill Tehri Dam was approved on the confluence of Bhagirathi and Bhilangana rivers by the planning commission in 1972, mass protest movements slowly gathered momentum.
The Tehri Dam project with a 42sqkm reservoir would generate 1000MW of power, irrigate 2.70 lakh hectares of land in western Uttar Pradesh, and provide 300 cusecs of drinking water for the populous city of Delhi and 200 cusecs of drinking water for towns and villages of Uttar Pradesh.
But people of Tehri would be empty-handed – their rights for land and water would be taken away. When the construction of the dam finally began, thousands of men, women and children blocked the roads, and trucks carrying construction materials. Social activists, senior freedom fighters, World Wildlife Fund-India and many other groups joined the movement to save the rivers and people.
“We are being sacrificed for the benefit of the big cities, industries and socially and economically advanced groups.”
The rivers should flow freely, as they wish to, the protestors said. “We are being sacrificed for the benefit of the big cities, industries and socially and economically advanced groups”, ran the text of a poster held by protestors.
Moreover, the dam would completely submerge Tehri Town and 40 villages, and partially submerge 72 villages.
When Sundarlal Bahuguna, a noted environmentalist and Gandhian worker joined the movement, the movement received a face. It inspired many individuals like like Vimal Bhai join the movement.
Vimal would make posters for the protests. “We didn’t want Tehri Dam. We were confident that we wouldn’t let construction to continue”, says Vimal, as he recalls memories of the protest movement.
Bahuguna went on hunger trikes several times as a mark of protest. He ended his 74-day fast only when the prime minister of India intervened and assured him of personally reviewing the ecological impacts of the dam. The protestors walked for hundreds of miles to the Indian Parliament and protested against the dam.
An active seismic fault crosses the dam
The construction of Tehri Dam was legally challenged on the ground that the dam was to be located in the highly active Central Himalayan seismic zone, posing a grave threat to the lives and property of the inhabitants of towns and villages around the dam.
The dam was designed to withstand an earthquake with a magnitude of 7.2 on Richter scale. But the scientists and seismologists report there is an active fault beneath the Tehri Dam that enhances the risk of an earthquake of a magnitude of 8.0. In an event of a great earthquake on the site, Haridwar, Rishikesh, Devaprayag, Meerut and other cities located a little far, would be wiped out in a few hours’ of time.
The region already witnessed a 6.8 magnitude earthquake in October 1991; the epicentre was 33 miles away from the dam. Nevertheless, the anti-dam movement staged successful nonviolent demonstrations and interrupted the construction of the dam. The committee also filed an unsuccessful petition with the Supreme Court asking that the work on Tehri project be halted.
There is an active fault beneath the Tehri Dam that enhances the risk of an earthquake of a magnitude of 8.0 on the Richter scale.
“All of us protested with a lot of honesty and dignity. But at the end, when we saw the dam was finally raised, there was disappointment, but we knew we now have to fight for the rights of 1,00,00 people who were affected”, says Vimal.
Vimal, under the non-profit organisation Matu Ganga Jansangathan, now spearheads the campaign on proper rehabilitation and resettlement of displaced people. He is fighting the long legal battle against the government and THDC on Supreme Court.
Numbers played big in the project
In July 1988, the union government of India and the state government of Uttar Pradesh formed Tehri Hydro Development Corporation (THDC) to develop, operate and maintain the Tehri Dam, 1000 MW Tehri pumped storage plant and 400 MW Koteswar HEP project.
In spite of interruption in construction work, the dam was finally completed with an investment of Rs 10,000 crores. It was commissioned in 2006. Since then the company has earned a total net profit of 3711.85 till 2013-14.
In the long history of Tehri Dam of 30 years, more than 14,530 families were uprooted from their homes. They were apparently resettled in 18 rehabilitation sites near Dehradun and Haridwar.
About 4,000 individual cases associated with various displacement issues of Tehri Dam are still languishing on the court as of August 2015.
The THDC claims the company has spent INR 1484 crores till date in rehabilitation and resettlement of these families.
However, campaigners claim that compensation is yet to reach the people to which it was promised. Moreover, not all displaced people were included in official figures or scheduled for compensation. The total affected population by the project is estimated to be about 1,00,000.
About 4,000 individual cases associated with various displacement issues of Tehri Dam are still languishing on the court as of August 2015.
The city drowned at last
In July 2004, a signboard at New Tehri bus stand welcomed visitors and displaced people with ‘Emerging Tourist Spot’. The events and protests generated quite a bit of tourism interest in people, They came to watch the town of Old Tehri sink forever.
Old Tehri was already deserted. The water in the lake surrounding the abandoned town rose, and entered homes of residents. The few families left in the town ran for their lives, giving away nearly everything to water. After the monsoon, as the water level receded, they returned to whatever remained of their homes – books, clothes, toothpaste tubes, bed sheets, trunks.
The district administration already demolished buildings so that residents couldn’t return ever to what they called home. Only the 110-feet tall clock tower, the iconic Ghanta Ghar, built in 1897, half submerged, stood as a mute spectator. The tower finally went down in March 2006.
“I never owned a watch. Everyone in Tehri measured time by the tolling of the clocks of the Ghantaghar”, says Rukmini Devi.
Rukmini lived all her life in old Tehri town on the riverside before her family was forced to migrate high above the hill in New Tehri in 1999. New Tehri was constructed at 5,100 feet to relocate the displaced people of old Tehri.
Rukmini, 62, still hasn’t been able to adapt to a high-altitude place, on the side of a mountain, which is not directly accessible to the river.
The few families, left in the town, ran for their lives, giving away nearly everything to water. After the monsoon, as the water level receded, they returned to whatever remained of their homes – books, clothes, toothpaste tubes, bed sheets, trunks.
“This place is cold. There is no water for days. The water from the dam goes to Delhi and we remain thirsty forever”, Rukmini says, in a painful voice.
New Tehri is a modern city with high rises and all facilities. Nevertheless, for residents who lived by the river, it is yet to become a home. It has tremendous water scarcity, something the residents experienced for the first time in their life. Tankers fill the gap of demand and supply. But people have to carry the water from tankers to a considerable height, where their houses are located.
Rukmini’s family received land and money as compensation. Her son, Shekhar, owns a shop of clothes in the market located in the upper part of town. “We got money, land, but lost everything else. I would have liked to die in our 100-year old ancestral house”, Rukmini says.
Many displaced families of Tehri looking for compensation were forced to bribe government officials who surveyed and evaluated the amount of physical loss in terms of property the families suffered.
Shekhar, however, keeps hopes that everything is not lost. “New Tehri is our home now. It has to be.”
There is less tragedy in the minds of the newer generations of Tehri. They have learned to look forward with whatever they have.
With the electricity, came the landslides
In Feb 2008, villagers living around the Tehri reservoir noticed that their villages experienced more landslides than the last year.
With each passing year, the landslides became frequent. Villages surrounding the reservoir experienced more number of landslides. For villagers, it was an unexplained event.
Much later, a study by Geological Survey of India was made public that the slopes around the reservoir are prone to increasing landslips due to the constant erosion of the area by filling up of the reservoir water. The report stated that the vulnerable slopes might slide into the reservoir if the situation remains untreated.
Mahipal Singh Negi has been involved in this movement since he was a student two decades back. A journalist based out of New Tehri, Negi is well aware of the fundamental problems of Tehri Dam case.
In more than twelve villages in the vicinity of the reservoir, walls have developed cracks, springs have died, agriculture has perished and the land is sinking.
“The document of GSI was classified as secret and never made public during that time. It was only through the Right to Information Act that we became aware of these concerns a few years ago. The government or THDC continued ignoring these serious issues for revenues”, Negi tells me over phone.
In more than twelve villages in the vicinity of the reservoir, walls have developed cracks, springs have died, agriculture has perished and the land is sinking.
The government now wants to provide rehabilitation to these villagers in and around Haridwar, Rishikesh, and Dehradun. However, THDC wants to rehabilate them in their already acquired land in the vicinity of the dam reservoir.
“Why would the villagers be moved to the land which is already facing landslides”, asks Negi.
While the THDC and the Uttarakhand government continue to disagree with each other, the affected population has been left in the lurch for the Supreme Court to decide their fate.
The reservoir then submerged bridges
The villagers initially thought the dam would provide employment and water to them. They didn’t realise it would increase their woes.
Each monsoon, the water level rises in the reservoir. The bridge that connects 40 villages with the mainland gets submerged.
The locals take the alternative road route, which increases the distance to the places across the bridge by over 50 km.
The government didn’t think it necessary to pay attention to what dams were doing to the Himalayan ecosystem till a tragedy struck.
Boats are provided to the residents to cross the reservoir. Food grains are supplied to cut-off villages, and pregnant women and ill people were brought to the main land in advanced.
It might take decades for the villagers to be shifted to a safer place. Till that happens, they wait for more landslides, more loss of life and property, and more hearings at the court.
The government didn’t think it necessary to pay attention to what dams were doing to the Himalayan ecosystem till a tragedy struck.
They waited for the tragedy
On the morning of June 15, 2013, it started raining heavily in the valley of Kedar, a Hindu pilgrimage site. After the rain, came cloudbursts and then came flashfloods.
Suddenly, a sea of silt and floodwater roared down the mountainsides, villages, temples, people, animals, roads. It swept away everything in its path. Buildings crumbled and collapsed into the water, cars and trucks floated like paper boats.
The big cities of Haridwar, Rishikesh and mountain villages were flooded.
Till date, nobody knows about 3,890 people who had gone missing after the tragedy. They are presumed dead.
Reports put the number of dead at 10,000 – a figure which was denied by ministers and politicians. More than 6,000 bodies were cremated. But more than a year later, skeletal remains were still being recovered by agencies.
Till date, nobody knows about 3,890 people who had gone missing after the tragedy. They are presumed dead. These people must have scurried into the nearby ridges and forests to save themselves when the Himalayan tsunami struck.
The authorities said they might stumble across skeletons from the remote places around the valley in months to come.
The court banned hydropower projects
In the aftermath of the disaster, the Supreme Court banned construction of all hydropower projects in Uttarakhand and considered them for review.
The environmentalists, scientists and social activists argued the dams aggravated the disaster. They alleged that dam operators opened the floodgates of the full reservoirs without warning villagers living downstream. The unexpected flood washed away everything in its path. Moreover, the dynamite used to blast tunnels destabilised mountain slopes causing numerous landslides.
Later, an expert body panel formed on the order of Supreme Court reported that large-scale deforestation and hydropower projects had indeed increased the proportion of the disaster.
A report by the Comptroller and Auditor General of India, dated 15th March 2013, also complained that the state government was “pursuing hydro-power projects indiscriminately”, ignoring the damaging “cumulative effect” of multiple run-of-the river dams.
In December 2014, the government finally admitted before the Supreme Court that the hydropower projects in Uttarakhand had directly or indirectly aggravated the impact of the floods.
The independent panel also recommended scrapping 23 hydroelectric projects in the frazile zone due to unpredictable glacial and paraglacial activities.
The government finally admitted before the Supreme Court that the hydropower projects in Uttarakhand had directly or indirectly aggravated the impact of the floods.
As per an order given on June 3, 2015 by the Supreme court, an expert committee is currently reviewing the cumulative impact of six major hydropower projects in Uttarakhand. The committee told the court that these projects need comprehensive modifications to prevent a repeat of 2013 disaster. Nevertheless, the government is striving to accommodate hydropower projects in disaster prone areas by accepting changes in design of the projects.
Himangshu Thakkar of South Asia Network on Dams, Rivers and People (SANDRP), which has been working on issues associated with large dams, warned of playing with rivers.
“With dams, our politicians are inviting disaster and playing with the lives of people, the Himalayas, the Ganges and future generations. They didn’t learn anything from the June 2013 disaster”, Himanshu tells me in an email conversation.
As the committee comes out with the report In six months, the Uttarakhand government hopes to turn the power deficit state into a power surplus one.
Another Tehri waiting to unfold?
In August 2014, during the visit of the Indian Prime Minister, Narendra Modi to Nepal, the two governments signed an agreement to restart work on the 5,600 MW, world’s second tallest Pancheshwar multipurpose project on the Mahakali river.
The dam would apparently provide five times more electricity to Nepal that faces mandatory power cuts of at least eight hours everyday. The dam would also submerge 121 sq km, 82 Indian villages, 33 Nepalese villages and completely displace at least 80,000 people and will cost five times more than Tehri Dam, according to a research report published in 2010 by the Institute of Environmental Sciences, London.
Moreover, the report states that “between 1992 and 2006, over 10 earthquakes with a magnitude exceeding 5 on the Richter scale have had their epicenter within a radius of 10 kilometres around the site of the proposed Pancheshwar Dam”, making the Pancheshwar Dam vulnerable to damage in an earthquake.
When the 7.2 earthquake rocked the neighbouring country of Nepal on April 26, tremors were felt in Uttarakhand too. The activists raised concerns about the safety of hydropower projects due to the enhanced possibility of seismic activity in the region.
“The fact that the displaced people from big dams and also those in their immediate neighbourhood get only adverse impacts and no benefits is a story that gets repeated at one big dam after another.”
Residents of Pancheswar valley, however, have very little to say and decide on this matter. They wrote a letter to the Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, saying they do not want to see their birthplace sink in water. They would really be happy if the government provides facilities of roads, electricity, water and better healthcare for over 1 lakh population of the area.
But the government doesn’t want to slow down the construction of dams. The state plans to build 450 dams across the rivers to harness its potential of 27,039 MW. Most of the electricity generated will be sold outside the state to increase its revenue.
Perhaps, another Tehri-like story is waiting to unfold in Pancheswar. Another disaster in the making. There would be more people like Rana and Rukmini waiting for justice, land and water. There would be more suffering to transpire.
“The fact that the displaced people from big dams and also those in their immediate neighbourhood get only adverse impacts and no benefits is a story that gets repeated at one big dam after another”, says Thakkar.
The government will not slow down even for tragedy.
Note: One person’s name has been mildly modified to protect his/her identity because the matter is still judice.
Punk journalism: can it challenge the mainstream media?
Conrad Bower meets the journalists creating new community models for reporting and investigative journalism
Conrad Bower
Punk rock exploded into life in the 70s, firing the passions of a generation who were tired of jaded, distant and ostentatious mainstream rock groups. Punks emerged in local scenes all over the UK; the stripped-down instrumentation and simple style encouraged emergent punks to start up their own bands, in some cases self-producing their work and distributing it through alternative networks. The DIY principle was strong in punk: lyrics reflecting personal experiences and disillusionment with society, generally avoiding the love song mainstay of the mainstream. This resulted in a strong political streak to punk music, often rebellious and anti-establishment.
There is a new breed of journalism developing that shares much with the punk ethos. It is a journalism that has grown tired of the jaded and biased views of a mainstream media dominated by monopolies. It is a journalism emerging from local community DIY initiatives, in response to the barren local news landscape, occasionally crossed by the lightweight, directionless tumbleweed offerings of a mainstream press dedicated to serving itself, the affluent and the powerful rather than society as a whole. It is a journalism created by people passionate about bringing to light the important social justice and public accountability issues deemed unprofitable, unworthy or uncomfortable by the mainstream. It is punk journalism.
The Salford Star was born in 2005; its editor and founding member is Stephen Kingston, who has fond memories of being a punk back in the 70s. The Star burst into existence in response to Salford residents in Whit Lane being threatened with the demolition of their houses as part of a regeneration plan. “They were fighting like mad, I knew one of the people involved in that from other work, and he said what we need is to give people a voice.” Kingston was at the time working with a local paper called the Old Trafford News, which he decided to leave. “ I said OK, we will do one for Salford. Trafford is about one square mile whereas Salford is a big city. So you need a big monster magazine for a big monster city, that was how it was born.
Kingston spent six months researching, talking to the community, holding public meetings to determine what the people of Salford wanted from a local paper. He also investigated the strong Chartist movement’s ties with Salford; there was huge national meeting to promote social justice on Kersal Moor in 1838. The Chartist paper was called the Northern Star, hence one reason for naming the Salford Star, the other reason being that it had a tabloid ring to it that made it more accessible. It was a source of pride for Kingston that the paper had grown from the needs of the community and that the community members who helped found the paper were still on the board of directors.
Basically it inspired people like myself from that generation to say fuck ’em, we will do it ourselves.
Punk brought about significant change according to Kingston: “In terms of giving people self-confidence to do it themselves, it was the most influential movement probably ever. Because the people who got involved in punk suddenly got a sense that, yes they can take on authority.” He went on to describe how punks reacted to music, art and fashion they didn’t like by creating their own: “Basically that inspired people like myself from that generation to say fuck ’em, we will do it ourselves.”
The decline in local journalism in the UK has been rapid, with many commentators acknowledging that there is a deficit in the ability of the local press to hold people in power accountable. This decline is mainly attributed to the rise in online media sources, which has led to a drop in sales of local newspapers resulting in loss of revenues from the cover price and advertising. A report released last year by the Media Standards Trust summarised this decline in the UK:
Co-founder of the Bristol Cable, Alon Aviram, is worried by the current state of the traditional press in the UK. Aviram spoke of his concerns over media conglomerates dominating the remaining local news scene and shaping the nature of the content (Lord Rothermere and Trinity Mirror are two major stakeholders in Bristol’s traditional local paper, The Bristol Post) and the media deserts caused by media consolidation and local papers closing down, “especially low-income communities where papers don’t necessarily operate because advertisers are not interested in reaching out to those communities. So there is a major issue where local media especially is just pretty boring and doesn’t fulfil its function of scrutinising the activities of those in power.”
Overturning old models
The Bristol Cable was established in 2013 by Aviram and Adam Cantwell-Corn with the idea of producing a good quality, sustainable, cooperatively produced media that could go beyond a niche market and appeal to a wide range of people. Aviram is also keen to overturn the old model of one-way direction of news from the media to the public. “We were interested in finding a way to have conversations and investigate established power, whether it was in the home or council or big business… in a way that was shaped differently from traditional organisations.”
The Bristol Cable’s name is symbolic of the philosophy underpinning the organisation: the strands of a cable making up a stronger entity as a whole, the circular cable logo symbolises an exchange of information that can go both ways and sustain itself. The cable also recalls Bristol’s industrial past.
The Manchester Mule was launched in 2008, its logo a bucking mule promising “news with a kick” and harking back to Manchester’s industrial heritage and its use of spinning mules. Its stated three core principles are to:
As with many punk journalism titles, it has struggled to retain writers, with many contributors moving on to permanent paid positions and input to the online site becoming sporadic. The Mule recently provided a comprehensive local journalism course to encourage local writers to participate. One of the people to complete the course was Ben Beach, a history student at Manchester University planning on a career in journalism once he graduates. Beach thinks the Mule should “look at the Salford Star as something to aspire to … and report on stories, such as the homeless protest camps, that the Manchester Evening News [owned by Trinity Mirror] doesn’t really cover in any depth.”
The Sex Pistols gig at the Manchester Free Trade Hall in 1976 had a huge influence on Manchester according to Beach. He credits the gig with being the catalyst for some of his favourite bands, including Joy Division and New Order. Beach, who will soon be starting the third year of his degree, wants the Mule to offer an alternative viewpoint to the mainstream press and also spoke of the practical reasons for joining the Mule: “Getting work experience and internships is really difficult. While there are student newspapers and publications you can work on, the Mule offers a lot more scope. It covers all of Manchester and not just the student bubble, and it opens up opportunities.”
To become sustainable punk journalism organisations need to become not just a stepping stone to other opportunities, but a worthwhile destination in their own right. But who can afford to work for free (or very little) for any length of time? Very few people, and definitely not students who have likely built up a large student debt during their studies. How can punk journalism become sustainable?
At the Salford Star Kingston has struggled to keep the paper afloat and after 10 years he still doesn’t class it as a sustainable business. “We get loads and loads of donations, very small donations. We have sold 10 T-shirts this week, sold a mug to America, you know we make pounds on them. Advertising on the website, well everyone knows about that, you don’t get it, you get bits and pieces.” The problem with advertising in Salford, Kingston explained, is that the idea of a lot of independent shops has gone and the only businesses that can afford rent in places like MediaCityUK are “big multinationals”, which will not advertise in the Salford Star. He explained that other paid projects are undertaken, such as trade union magazines and teaching, to help keep the Star going.
We wouldn’t accept council funding because, even though we are going through tough times, we recognise that we need to remain independent.
Holding the powerful to account is also more likely to make you more powerful enemies than friends, which can affect advertising revenue. “Advertising for the actual printed magazine is very difficult, because people are scared of the council,” Kingston explains, saying any companies having contracts with the council, such as regeneration companies, will not advertise in the Salford Star in fear that their association with it would scupper any future deals with the council.
Bristol Cable has also made its fair share of enemies and is unlikely to get any funding from Bristol City Council because of its reporting on their activities. Aviram accepts this bad blood between the Cable and the council as inevitable: “We wouldn’t accept it [council funding] either because, even though we are going through tough times, we recognise that we need to remain independent.”
The Cable has so far been funded by grants, awards and a crowdfunding campaign that raised £3,300 and enabled it to put on 35 hours of free workshops across the city. Three hundred people attended events across the city in things like low-budget film-making, writing and using social media. The Cable also has a membership scheme costing as little as £1 a month; it has already gained over 400 members in the eight months the scheme has been running, who are on average paying £3 per month.
Aviram has high hopes for the membership scheme, hoping it can provide community members with a stake in the Cable and enable work on the paper being paid for rather than voluntary. “Our objective is to hopefully get thousands of people in the city to be members of the Bristol Cable, for a little as £1 a month, and in turn they can self-sustain the Bristol Cable - influence what sort of content they want to see in the paper, have a democratic say on key decisions and be more directly involved in the media as opposed to being just passive consumers of it.”
Michael Moore’s report Addressing the democratic deficit in local news through positive plurality’ compares the state of local media in the UK and US, and suggests the UK should adopt strategies used in the US to support local news. Contestable funding is brought forward as a way of funding local journalism titles and still allows them to maintain their independence, integrity and innovations. He makes three suggestions on how this funding pot can be achieved:
These excellent suggestions for funding local media need political pressure applying to bring them into play. The current government, while often stating the benefits of transparency, tends in its legislation to make things more opaque. It is possible that it sees a strong and independent local press as a threat to business, rather than a pillar of local democracy. if that is the case, these initiatives are going to need a serious amount of people-power to put them in place.
A flickering flame
Kingston said there were many stories in the Star that he was proud of. One in particular that stood out for him was the series of articles, relying on investigative journalism, the Star had done covering the regeneration of Salford., “They [Salford City Council]were saying, ‘oh, you’re going to get a new house, it’s going to be all lovely’. We knew exactly what they were doing. They were trying to socially cleanse the community. The community knew it, and we gave them a voice.”
At the Cable Aviram also listed reports relying on investigative journalism as the work he was most proud of. One of these reports was an investigation into pay conditions in the catering sector. The Cable carried out a research survey of more than 100 catering workers, resulting in a report presenting unique evidence of poor working conditions and large amounts of unpaid hours. The story got some national coverage with Aviram appearing on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme and You and Yours.
The punk journalism analogy is not perfect; very few analogies are. The punk movement of the 70s was an explosion that burned brightly, profoundly influencing people and society, but all too quickly died down to a burning ember, eventually being subsumed as just another current of mainstream music. The new journalism is more of a slow burn, an ember that needs coaxing into a conflagration, the flickering flame being kept alight by people’s passion for truth and justice. Punk was good at pointing out the inequities of society, but not strong on solutions to those problems. The new DIY journalism offers the opportunity of again effectively holding power to account and providing a platform for democratic debate, promoting the transition to a fairer society.
It is ironic that the revolution in information technology, which is proving so problematic to the traditional press, is providing the tools needed to ignite a burgeoning number of punk journalism titles. These flickering flames can only sporadically cast light into the dark reaches where power is abused. We must feed these flames with the oxygen of reliable funding to produce a blazing local media that can illuminate the abuse of power wherever it occurs.
How 40 minutes with the Dalai Lama changed my world view
I meet hundreds of interesting people through my job as a journalist, but there’s only one that almost all new people I meet ask me about: Tenzin Gyatso, his holiness the 14th Dalai Lama of Tibet.
Danielle Batist
It had been on the radar for months, but it didn’t really sink in until I saw the lush and green Scottish mountains and felt the plane descending. As I touched down in Inverness just before dawn, I pictured the Dalai Lama and his entourage, making their way up through these stunning landscapes by car. Just one night remained before I would embark on one of the most special reporting duties of my career.
That evening I met my favourite Scottish photographer Simon Murphy in a local bar. Over a pint, we tried to pin down our luck. How on earth had we managed to get ourselves a 40-minute private audience with one of the most respected spiritual leaders on earth?
The Dalai Lama wasn’t doing many media appearances during his UK trip in June 2012, but he had agreed to speak to us. He was delighted by the idea that his interview would directly support people who experienced homelessness. The reason for this was that I had secured the story for the International Network of Street Papers. Through its news agency, street papers - sold by homeless people in over 40 countries - can republish global and exclusive content for free. Vendors buy magazines for half the cover price and sell them on, keeping the proceeds for themselves.
The next morning, we made our way to a historical castle outside of Inverness. We were welcomed by some of the travelling party who pointed to the next room, where we caught a glimpse of the Dalai Lama having his lunch. Once rested up from his morning travels, he came through to the reception room and shook our hands. “Welcome,” he said in a warm voice, as if he was fully at home in these Scottish surroundings.
The photographer took some snaps, the aides took their seats quietly in the corner in case of any translation issues and I took mine on the sofa alongside the Dalai Lama’s cream-coloured armchair. I pressed the button on my voice recorder and he smiled and nodded, inviting me to ask him what I wanted to know.
“If you had one question you could ask the Dalai Lama, what would you ask?” I asked friends, family and colleagues in the weeks before the interview. Many wanted to know about hope, happiness and purpose in life, in some way or another. I also asked the street paper editors and readers around the world what they’d like to know. After all, I was writing for them, rather than having a personal conversation fuelling my own curiosity alone.
As it happened, the entire 40 minutes that followed fuelled my curiosity in ways I could not have imagined. They also sparked more questions, thoughts and ideas, even long after the interview was over. I had a list of about 11 questions I wanted to ask, but I hadn’t anticipated just how much of an orator the Dalai Lama is. Basically, as soon as I asked him the first question, he started talking and I started writing, nodding along and taking it all in.
I am increasingly convinced that the time has come to find a way to think about spirituality and ethics beyond religion all together.
It wasn’t until I transcribed the tape at home that I fully appreciated the wisdom and insights within each answer. When researching for the interview, I had been amazed to find that the official Dalai Lama Twitter account had 4.5m followers (this has since almost tripled to a mind-boggling 11.8m) and 4m on Facebook (currently 12m)! One of his then recent popular tweets read: "I am increasingly convinced that the time has come to find a way to think about spirituality and ethics beyond religion all together." I was intrigued by that and asked him why he believed that.
Here’s what he said, word for word.
“Obviously, among 7bn human beings there is quite a big portion of people who have not much interest in religion. And within the group of believers, again I think there is quite a big portion of people not very serious about it. For many, religion has become just a daily ritual, but is not taken seriously. So the indication that they may attend Sunday church or a temple, including Buddhist, does not mean much. They pray to Buddha or God, but in their real life they have no hesitation to get involved in creating injustice, telling lies, corruption, bullying and cheating. These activities are, I think, against every major religion and traditional teaching. That indicates that a group of religious believers has a lack of conviction.
"Traditional spiritual teachings and principles are an immense benefit to oneself. The people who do not take their religion seriously lack this knowledge, and religion is of no relevance to their lives. Therefore, we need a wider way to spread the conviction that moral ethics are really the basis of a happy life. This is true on an individual level as well as on a family, community and humanity level. That is something common for all major religions and traditions, as well as non-believers. Everybody wants to be happy and have a happy family.
"Many people have the attitude that if you have money or power, your life becomes something meaningful and makes you happy. That is a mistake. Happiness and sorrow itself are part of the mind; they are a mental experience. The real way to reduce pain and sadness and increase happiness and joyfulness must be found through mental training. Some of my friends are very rich, they have plenty of money. And of course, because they are a wealthy person, they are also quite influential in society. But as a person, they are very unhappy, I noticed that. That shows that money, vanity and power are not an adequate source of happiness.”
And that was just one question. Needless to say, I didn’t have time to ask all the ones on my list, but I still got quite a few in.
I have listened to many of his public speeches and interviews since, and often find that I recognise his words from answers he gave me. Rather than repeating himself, I think it is a testament to his world view that so many "low level" issues can be resolved, or at least better understood, by looking at the bigger picture.
Interviewing him and feeling his calm and spiritual presence in a quiet room has changed the way I look at some bigger picture issues, too. It is hard to put into words, but it is about an interconnectedness that I hadn’t necessarily appreciated enough before.
It was one of the street paper vendors in the US who said it better than I could have myself.
A total of 72 street magazines in 27 countries published the interview, with translations into many languages, including Japanese, Norwegian and Slovak. Homeless vendors made £1.1m cash profit from sales of the special edition.
Robert, vendor of Groundcover News in Michigan, felt that the Dalai Lama’s perspective really conveyed some of the emotions he felt, including those of what it means to be homeless. “He does a good job providing a whole world view,” he said.
And I agreed.
TTIP vs food sovereignty
TTIP threatens our food future. In addition to campaigning against it, we need to work towards an alternative framework
Fanny Malinen
As negotiations for the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) continue, so does resistance from people on both sides of the Atlantic. Together with labour standards, privatisation of public services and the lack of transparency in negotiations, food safety is a key concern for Europeans. The thought of beef pumped up with growth hormones and chlorine-washed chicken, not to mention genetically modified organisms (GMOs), has enraged the public.
There are no tariffs and other traditional barriers to trade between the free market pioneers EU and US. Instead, TTIP seeks to lift the “barriers” that take place within countries. It aims to harmonise regulation – a euphemism for a deregulative race to the bottom. It would be naive to claim deregulation only threatens the EU with American standards; in some cases, such as in the financial sector, the US indeed has stricter regulation. But with the case of food, there are legitimate concerns that US companies are lobbying hard to erode European safety standards.
There are currently 82 pesticides used in the US that are banned in the EU. This is largely because the EU acts according to the so-called precautionary principle; chemicals are prohibited until they are proven safe. On the other side of the Atlantic, it goes the other way round. Chemicals, including pesticides but also those in cosmetics, have to be proven unsafe to be banned.
A Friends of the Earth report examines the draft chapter on food safety and animal welfare published by the EU negotiators in January this year. Concerns include “the priority given to maximising trade, the shift of power from national governments to a new trade committee, the threat to the ability of local authorities to set higher standards, the risk of minimal health and safety checks for novel foods (including GMOs, cloned animals and nano materials), non-binding provisions for animal welfare and the required adoption of international food standards established through the World Trade Organisation (WTO).”
The report highlights how new products not covered by existing rules could escape regulation completely; new regulations could be seen as a barrier to trade. If this was not a problem under the TTIP agreement itself, the proposed Investor-State Dispute Settlement mechanism could open the door for legal action if a company saw regulation as a threat to their profits.
Systemic problems, not just chlorine-washed chicken
The problems with TTIP run deeper than concerns with food quality. The trade agreement is a gross violation of sovereignty - both at the national level and when it comes to the ability for people to organise according to democratic principles. This includes their own food systems.
The draft from EU negotiators proposes that the responsibility for food health and safety lies with a new EU-US management committee. It would consist of trade and regulatory experts, potentially industry representatives; hence the power to decide about food safety regulations would shift away from national authorities. As the Friends of the Earth report says: “Trade experts tend to see safety rules as technical trade barriers rather than as reflecting the needs and demands of society.” Rules on food safety, plant and animal welfare could only be contested by investors and governments, not members of public.
Social sovereignty is needed, one that brings the people’s needs to the fore.
TTIP is the latest stage in the process often called globalisation, where transnational capital triumphs labour rights and environmental standards in the name of free trade. Capitalist globalisation is intrinsically linked to the market-oriented development model that has dominated since the 1980s. But in a similar vein as there seems to be no return to the statist development model – which the East Asian development miracle is often attributed to, but which also brought about heavy state repression – the state cannot rectify the growing injustices of markets. National interests are too entwined with those of capital. As John Hilary writes in his book, The Poverty of Capitalism: “The significance of globalisation’s challenge was not that states lost the political space to determine their own policies, but that labour and local communities were disempowered by the state and capital combined; in Etienne Balibar’s formulation, ‘the heart of the crisis of sovereignty is the disappearance of the people’.”
This is why structures at the national level cannot be brought in to fix the problems of capitalist globalisation, as the absence of measures to regulate finance after the 2008 crisis has shown. The new rise of nationalism across Europe further highlights the need to look beyond the nation state. Social sovereignty is needed instead, one that brings the people’s needs to the fore – as echoed in the calls of the post-2008 social movements’ demands for real democracy.
Big agribusiness dominates the status quo
TTIP is, of course, only the tip of the iceberg. Our food system is already flawed.
It is dominated by supply chains that stretch from big monoculture farms to the supermarket. The cheap prices we pay for our foreign fruit and vegetables rest on the exploitation of temporary and underpaid, mostly female, workers picking them in the global South, and of temporary and underpaid, mostly female, workers behind the till of the local Tesco. Environmental costs are, of course, not factored in – neither is suffering in the face of low animal welfare standards.
The global food industry is highly concentrated. No more than four companies control the global market in seeds, agrochemicals, biotechnology, trade and retail. As any oligopoly, this ensures their super-profits. It also acts as a barrier for regulation, when corporations are big and powerful enough to lobby their will through into legislation.
The US Department for Agriculture and the US Food and Drug Administration have an active revolving door with the infamous Monsanto. The biotech giant alone controls more than a quarter of the world’s commercial seed market and has been widely criticised for its efforts to patent seeds, building blocks of life that by nature should reproduce.
Criticism from the public has not hindered the food safety authorities’ cosy relationship with Monsanto.
But criticism from the public has not hindered the food safety authorities’ cosy relationship with the company. USDA has accepted every single application from Monsanto for new genetically engineered crops. It gets worse; a former Monsanto lobbyist turned USDA administrator approved the company’s growth hormones for cows. The Monsanto employee who oversaw a report into the substances’ safety went on to work for USFDA and approve her own report.
Monsanto, yet famous, is just one example. But it shows why the right thing to do is not to extend these corporations’ power, as TTIP would do. The dire state of our food system also shows why it is not enough to resist TTIP by clinging onto what we already have. The best resistance is often developing practical alternatives. That is also the case with food.
There are alternatives: food sovereignty
One of the furthest developed global frameworks for grassroots sovereignty is that of food sovereignty. It is “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems,” according to the international peasants’ movement, La Via Campesina.
The principles of food sovereignty are simple. Food is a human right. The land belongs to those who work it, and those who work the land must have the right to manage resources sustainably. Food is only secondarily an item of trade; regulation of speculative capital and a strictly enforced code of Ccnduct for multinational corporations is needed. The ongoing displacement, forced urbanisation and oppression of smallholder farmers cannot be tolerated. Smallholder farmers must have direct input into formulating agricultural policies.
It is obvious that these principles are in direct contradiction with the interests of big capital. Multinational corporations do not want a code of conduct or stricter regulation. Land-grabbing and forced evictions are part of the toolkit of big agribusiness in the global South, as they were a few hundred years ago when industrial agriculture was first introduced in England.
Every act of reclaiming land, practising permaculture or swapping seeds can be seen as an act of resistance to our industrialised food regime.
Sustainable farming practices such as agroecology also threaten big agribusiness’s interests; they give higher yields than large-scale industrial agriculture. This shows that pesticides and chemical fertilisers are not needed, undermining the case for extending their markets.
And, indeed, seeing food first and foremost as a source of nutrition everyone has right to is the polar opposite of the drafted TTIP policy of trade maximisation.
Food sovereignty is not just a set of good intentions. Mali, Senegal, Nepal, Bolivia and Venezuela have made achieving it a government policy, showing that Europe too could choose a different path. And movements all over the world, from the millions-strong Landless Peasants’ Movement MST in Brazil to community gardeners in British cities, are organising along its principles. Every act of reclaiming land, practising permaculture or swapping seeds can be seen as an act of resistance to our industrialised food regime that wants to profit out of our essential needs.
So – if marching against yet another free trade agreement is not your cup of tea, dig in and grow some organic vegetables instead. There are plenty of crops you can sow in the autumn.
Divestment is not enough – how do we tackle big finance?
The greatest achievement of the divestment campaign? It shows us how much further we need to go to build a climate-friendly financial system, writes Fanny Malinen
Fanny Malinen
The divestment movement has taken off quickly and reached significant victories during the last year. Universities, local authorities and churches have divested from fossil fuels. The UN is backing the campaign.
To prevent disastrous climate change, we need to keep 80% of remaining fossil fuels in the ground. It is therefore clear that it makes little sense to invest money in their extraction. What is more, investments in fossil fuel companies risk becoming stranded assets, as the industry would not survive a climate-friendly policy turn. If the carbon bubble burst, public institutions would also lose what they had invested in the industry. For example pension funds often have holdings across the economy in an attempt to invest long-term and diversify risk; but paradoxically a great deal of investment opportunities revolve around unsustainable industries. In 2013, just four oil and gas producers contributed 17% of the total value of FTSE 100.
It makes a lot of sense to divest from fossil fuels. The campaign also popularises the issue of finance, making visible the extent to which financialisation has penetrated our society: why do universities, churches and local authorities have assets to divest anyway? Why is it considered a totally normal part of our economic system that our public services or my possible future pension money rely on the profits of private companies, many of which work against the world even surviving until I am in retirement age?
That is also where the usefulness of thinking of divestment as an answer to climate change comes to an end. In the similar vein as any boycott campaign, it uses our power as consumers to pressure those whose products and services we use. When we start pressuring public institutions – such as universities – through consumer power, we cement the logic of commodification. Rather than breaking down harmful power structures, we strengthen them, using money to buy power and influence.
What we could do instead is to reclaim our power as citizens, the political power that would allow us to for example demand greater public funding to these institutions.
The financial sector has taken over our lives. And as the previous financial crisis showed, there are no laws that would guarantee its smooth working. A finance textbook would tell you that banks exist as mere intermediaries between surplus and deficit units of money: you put some extra in the bank, I need a loan, so our needs meet and you get compensated against the risk with interest rate. But that is clearly not how the system works: interest rates are as much about power as they are about risk. Banks create the money they lend me out of thin air. And the financial industry has engineered complex products that hide and transfer risk away from those who reap the profits.
In short, the financial industry exists for the same reason as any industry in the capitalist system: to make profit. And the logic of profit-maximisation and infinite growth is not at ease with the limits of our finite, fragile world.
The only reason anyone would have an investment portfolio is to make their money produce more money: to profit and grow. Pension funds, local authorities, universities and churches have uncritically swallowed the logic of capitalist financialisation. Redirecting their money from fossil fuels into renewables will not change that.
There are also a myriad of other industries to divest from. The arms industry has very little regard to climate. Mining and agribusiness are very carbon-intense, but seldom reach the public eye.
Last year, Croydon Council’s employees’ pension funds were moved from tobacco to a socially responsible fund, on which the UK Sustainable Investment and Finance Association’s spokeswoman commented: “There is a growing and credible body of evidence showing that you don’t need to sacrifice good returns by following your values, so it’s great news that Croydon Council have decided to switch to an ethical investment fund, citing the ‘better investment deal’ that they will be gaining as a result.”
The quote is revealing. I would argue that climate-friendly values are not about good returns. They are about creating an economy that works for the people, even if that means not-for-profit public institutions providing the financing. A climate-friendly economy would have more equal income and wealth distribution, and a wealth of small-scale enterprises and cooperatives that are more likely to respond to local needs and have a progressive mandate.
There are tools to transform the financial sector to transform the economy. Common Weal, a roadmap for a progressive and democratic independent Scotland, laid out plans for a National Investment Bank. Its investment decisions would not be based on maximising shareholder returns but on social goals, be they creation of high-wage jobs, industrial democracy or environmental goals. NIBs in other countries have proven to be highly profitable, but instead of private hands the profit goes back to the government and can be reinvested.
A National Investment Bank could also support a network of a local stakeholder banks: banks that create value for stakeholders, not just shareholders. They can be cooperative banks, credit unions or public interest savings banks. This would facilitate lending to cooperatives and SMEs that otherwise struggle to get off the ground. The Common Weal concentrates particularly on supporting Scotland’s already flourishing wind turbine industry by encouraging wind farm cooperatives. The banking sector is highly concentrated towards commercial banks in the UK, and independently of the Scottish independence campaign there are calls to convert the already majority state-owned RBS into a network of public banks. Similar localised solutions can be and are applied elsewhere too. Overall, by reducing the need for raising funds from the private sector, public financing would also reduce volatility and improve resilience to financial crises. Companies and cooperatives could then plan long-term, including climate and environmental factors.
These measures in the banking sector could eventually lead to the downsizing of the financial industry and moving the focus from growth to income distribution.
There are of course several transitional paths that could lead there. Taxation is a way to reclaim some of the profits of the financial sector into the real economy: tax on financial transactions, also known as the Tobin tax, could raise billions a year. In 2011, it was calculated that a tax of 0.005% to foreign exchange markets alone could raise around 25bn USD per year – that gives some indication of what it could do levied out to all share, currency and bond transactions. The returns could be used for a renewable energy transition.
Divestment is one of these transitional strategies. But its importance does not lie in it being the answer to climate change. Rather, we should be asking the uncomfortable questions the campaign’s popularity raises about our ability or willingness to think outside the box of financialisation.
Dementia and me
Harry Vale
Apart from bees, moths and having to return something in a restaurant, there aren’t many things that scare me. I have a slight affinity for nihilism, so death isn’t really a massive fear for me, but there’s one thing that does send chills down my spine and that’s the idea of dementia, which runs in my family.
My dad doesn’t talk about himself much. Very occasionally, usually when we’re on our own and he’s getting bored of watching the same episode of Ancient Aliens or Pawn Stuff, he’ll open up. It’s only been in the last few years that I’ve learned about his mother and her battle with dementia. She died before I was born, so it’s not something that I’ve had to deal with, but I know it’s something that affected him deeply. She was in and out of All Saints Mental Asylum in Winson Green, Birmingham, up until her death. Judging by the name of the institution I’m guessing mental health wasn’t dealt with in quite the delicate way it should be now.
I think the fear that the same illness might be hanging around, waiting to strike, has always been with him, and it’s only recently that the signs have been popping up. My dad’s almost 70 and has always had a spotty memory. Sometimes he’ll mix up his lefts and rights. Sometimes we’ll mention a film, or a book, that we know he’s seen or read, but he’ll insist he’s never seen it, he’s never read it. Occasionally he’ll have trouble following the plot of a film. Is this dementia, or is my dad just old?
During a recent check up, my old man was asked about his mental health. When talking about his mother’s history of dementia, it was recommended that he take a dementia test. He took it and didn’t do too badly. A few of the questions he slipped up on, like writing down the day’s date. I think he was a bit concerned about this, but I assured him that there was nothing to worry about, as I wasn’t even sure what the day’s date was. Then it hit me, maybe that was something to worry about. Maybe we both had something wrong.
The doctor wasn’t concerned, he had blood tests, he’s in the clear. Still, sometimes he’ll do and say things that seem a little off. His attention will wander slightly, just for a few seconds, and it’s like he’s not quite there, not really aware what’s happening.
Then I stop and remember that he’s 70, retired, and he’s allowed to zone out sometimes. I zoned out for a minute while writing this, trying to remember where I’d put my tea, which is now cold. My parents are both retired and I think the idea that dad could get dementia in what should be the best years of their lives was pretty scary. Perhaps now I’m just biased into thinking every little sign of old age is a portent of dementia. Bec, my fiancee, got a lift home from him recently and said he’d got lost. He’d driven around in circles, not sure where he was. My dad doesn’t get lost. He gets places slowly, taking the worst short cuts in the world, but he doesn’t get lost.
“How’d we end up here?” he asked.
Bec dealt with it well, giving him directions and didn’t dwell on it.
Another sign of old age? I don’t know.
I spoke to someone on Reddit on the /r/mentalhealth subreddit. Her name’s Clare and her father suffers from dementia. He got it when he was in his early 60s, the disease usually affects people age 30-65 (I’m 30).
“It was his behaviour changing that set off alarms. He was usually so loving and caring, but over a few months he just became quite nasty. Sometimes he’d snap, for no real reason, then a few minutes later he’d be my sweet old pops again, acting like nothing happened.”
I asked if he knew what was going on.
“Yes. There’s this idea that if you have dementia you’re going to be on your own in a home, drooling in your chair, but he’s fighting that. He’s still active, he’s been told to read more, which he’s always done, and he does crosswords and junk like that, but he knows something’s going wrong in his head, something he can’t control. He can get quite frustrated when he can’t think of something in particular.”
This reminds me of my dad. Again, I wonder if this is a sign he’s got something wrong, or if he’s just being a grumpy arsehole like me. I feel bad comparing dad to this guy 5,000 miles away.
The idea of slowing losing myself, forgetting my family, my fiancée, becoming someone else, becoming no one, it’s beyond terrifying. For now, there’s no cure in sight for the disease.
The Exelon patch is a subscription medicine used to treat memory problems associated with Alzheimer’s. It can’t cure the condition, but it can slow it down. That’s better than nothing, but the benefits are “small, and non-drug treatments, activities and support are just as important in helping someone to live well with Alzheimer’s disease” according to the Alzheimer’s Society.
Some of the drugs work by preventing an enzyme called acetylcholinesterase from breaking down acetylcholine in the brain. Acetylcholine is a chemical that helps send messages in various nerve cells and people with Alzheimer’s have lower levels of this chemical. It can’t replace it, it can’t provide more, it just slows down the chemical being broken down.
The GP seems satisfied with my father and the only way to get the drug is to be referred to a specialist in dementia care.
“The disease usually affects those aged 30-65.”
I turned 30 this year and friends kept asking me how it felt. It felt, I said, just like 29 and 28 and 27 and most of my twenties. I’ve got a woman who tolerates my night farts, a dog that accepts strokes, and a shiny new PS4. Life’s not too bad. But 30 for dementia? That really messes me up. Now when I hear my dad seeming a bit off, I get sad and angry because it’s reminding me that this could be my future. I ask my fiancee to stop telling me about the signs she’s seeing because it’s just making me feel miserable. I’m worried for him and terrified for me. What if I forget all my life with Bec? What if I have kids and forget them? What if I get the disease before George RR Martin releases The Winds of Winter?
Research and progress is been made all the time. There are several areas scientists are looking into. Some are looking ways to stop tau, a protein that accumulates in the brains of Alzheimer’s patients. It can lead to brain lesions which they’re looking to stop with a drug called Rember, currently under trial. According to Alzheimer Europe, “initial results demonstrated a slowing down of the progression of AD in people with mild AD who took the drug over a 50 week period.”
Yay.
There seems to be a million different drugs and treatments being worked on, all in different stages of development, all with differing levels of success. One drug tackles this protein, another prevents a chemical, another increases it. Is it hopeless? My GP doesn’t seem to think so, not entirely. I went to talk to him after getting a mildly high score on a depression test. He told me that he thinks that progress is being made all the time and that it’ll end up being a combination of drugs that does the trick.
“The disease kills brain cells and there’s nothing to stop that, but as we learn more, we’ll be able to significantly slow the cell death down.”
Apart from forgetting the date now and then, misplacing my glasses, or walking into a kitchen and forgetting which snack I meant to make, I think I’m okay for now. I need to learn to stop worrying about something that may not even strike. I went to a football game recently and a kid was knocked over by a car and killed. I’d walked down the same road minutes earlier. I could’ve been knocked down, but I wasn’t. I don’t think about it, I don’t worry about it.
I try not to worry about losing my mind, but it’s difficult. If it happens, maybe a drug will fix it, maybe not. I’ve told the missus that if it did ever happen, not to waste her time looking after me. Just stick me in a home and leave me. The idea of being a burden is almost as depressing as losing myself. Sod it, then. I’ll read more, start the Guardian crossword and give up a bit later than I usually do. Worrying about it has the same effect as ignoring it, so I will.
Probably.
Maybe.
Beyond reach
Helena Greenlees
Modern life bombards us constantly with adverts. From billboards to social media streams and our email accounts, adverts are inescapable. Meanwhile TV programs offer us ideal lifestyles to emulate: lifestyles the adverts suggest we could buy for ourselves. Even our friend’s lives seem exciting as they carefully select the best moments for Facebook. We are enticed to consume, to buy into the glossy lives we see on screen.
Our desire to consume is fuelled by constant exposure to media, particularly mainstream media. We try to buy the perfect life, plunging further into debt in the process. We work longer hours to pay it all off, until we are too tried to do anything else in our leisure time than watch TV, and so the cycle begins again. It’s so easy, sitting on the sofa, to have what you want delivered to your door. With one click from your phone your credit card bill creeps ever closer to its limit. Consumer culture has imprisoned our minds, distracted us from what is important.
There is no escape. Unless, perhaps, you have access to a cabin in the forest far from civilization and electricity: an escape route built into Finnish culture. In July Helsinki practically shuts down and Finns flock to the countryside and to summer cottages. It’s common to take a full month off work and much of that time is likely to be spent close to nature, probably in a forest cabin by a lake away from the luxuries and distractions of modern life. While the level of amenities will vary, many summer cottages are still literally huts with no electricity or running water. This means outdoor composting toilets and camp fire cooking. The ideal of a summer cottage is embodied by simplicity: a place to camp out in the forest for as much of the summer as possible.
The Finnish summer is short but intense. At midsummer the sun doesn’t set, temperatures rise into the 20s or even 30s and the seemingly endless forests come back to life. Summer in Finland is dominated by two colours: green and blue. Three fourths of the land area is covered by taiga forest, making it the most forested country in Europe. This blanket of green is broken occasionally by blue lakes: 188,000 of them. Finns have a strong affinity with the forest, a thirst to spend time close to nature. The taiga is alive with elk, lynx, even bears and wolves, but I have met few Finns who fear the forest. Rather it is seen as a place to find peace and solitude, to cleanse the soul. The forest brings a sense of remoteness, of being in a true wilderness, while the calm, clear lakes offer refreshing relief from the heat. In Britain many people go abroad for their summer holidays if they can, but Finns are more likely to reserve foreign holidays for the dark frozen winter months, making the most of the hot summer by spending it outside in the Finnish countryside.
There are over half a million summer cottages in Finland. To put that in perspective, there are only about five and a half million people in Finland. So while that works out at one per about every 4th household, it is likely that the majority of Finns have access to a summer cottage through extended family or friends. There are probably few Finns that have never owned, rented or borrowed a spell at a summer cottage. In this sense it isn’t a minority activity: everyone understands cottage life and it is not the elitist aspiration it might be in the UK, but rather a normal part of life.
The cottage is a place to retreat from modern life, find peace and tranquillity, and spend quality time alone or with friends and family. A typical cottage is cut off from other dwellings, no neighbours in sight, only a deep forest behind you and a lake stretching out to the horizon in front of you. The cottage building will be wooden and likely very basic, designed primarily for sleeping since most of the time will be spent outside. Cottage time is spent sitting round a fire, picking berries in the forest, fishing or going from the sauna to swim in the lake. Peace, quiet and connecting with nature (especially the forest) and loved ones are the core principals of cottage life.
WHY DID IT BECOME SO UBIQUITOUS?
Though cottage culture has become the epitome of “(summer) Finnishness” it is actually a relatively new phenomenon in Finland, at least on a mass scale and in its modern form. Until the mid-1970s the majority of Finns lived in rural areas, many in what might now be considered the equivalent of summer cottages. In 1940 only 23% of Finns lived in urban areas.
After WWII Finns started migrating to cities but the connection with rural life remained strong. Although traditional rural life was markedly different to summer cottage life today, there are still parallels. As a child in the 70s our house, not far outside Helsinki, had only an outdoor composting toilet and an unreliable water supply. Those types of houses rapidly disappeared as Finland became affluent, replaced with district heating and well insulated apartment blocks in the cities. Even in rural areas the rate of modernisation has been fast since the 1970’s.
Modern life became increasingly at odds or opposed to nature, Finns became more affluent, bourgeoisie, more disconnected from nature and old fashioned rural work. However, possibly due to a shared very recent rural past, or perhaps because of the sheer volume of forest around them, Finns still longed for the forest. So they started building summer cottages. Increased leisure time and standards of living led to a boom in cottage building in the 70s and 80s. The idea of the summer cottage had existed before WWII but it wasn’t until after the war that it became more universally popular. Cottage culture amplified the notion that winter time spent working in the city was somehow unnatural, disconnected from nature, while summer time spent in the forest or at the cottage was “real” living. Having experienced cottage life, I admit life does feel more “real” there, but in my experience the sense of “realness” actually comes from the lack of distraction. You can’t help but be more mindful when removed from all forms of media, live more in the moment, and therefore live more.
Although a generalisation, the Finnish national psyche is still very strongly linked with nature, the forest and agrarian values. Finns are proud of their country, and their country consists mostly of forest and lake. The mixture of national pride, longing for a simple rural past and love of nature combined to create the modern day ideal: the summer cottage.
Having access to a cottage allows urbanised Finns to indulge in nostalgia for a life that seems lost, one they moved away from or their parents or grandparents left behind to seek work in the city. A place to regain, if briefly, the shared national heritage of being an “ordinary rural people”. The summer cottage is a modern idealised vision of what dwellings “used” to be like. Of course “real life” was never like cottage life for “real” rural workers. They struggled daily with poverty, disease and starvation, hard physical work that took a toll on health.
Rural houses of past centuries were not like modern day cottages. The architecture was different, the sauna was near the well (for access to water) but seldom by a lake. They also didn’t tend to be isolated in the middle of the forest, rather part of small villages – although admittedly in Finland the forest is never very far away. Swimming was also not really that common a past time. But the cottage isn’t a place to actually return to a more primitive time, rather to regain a sense of connection with a “lost” simpler life, or perhaps a romanticised version of the past.
It is not just the past that’s woven into the myth of cottage life. With its expansive forest cover, Finland might as well be called “Forestland”, so isolating the cottage in the taiga close to the second most ubiquitous feature of Finland, a lake, allowed the summer cottage to become a symbol of Finnish national identity. The little red cottage nestled in a patchwork of lakes and deep forest has become shorthand for all things Finnish.
The little red cottage that symbolises the (simple) past, the green forest and the blue lake that dominate the landscape, combined to create a meta-narrative of true “Finnishness” around summer cottage life. The basic wooden cottage itself stands for old fashioned agrarian living. Building it by a deep forest brings cottage dwellers into the heart of Finland because Finland IS the forest: there is little else there other than lakes and the small areas of land people have borrowed from the forest to live on. The lake shore brings peace and tranquillity.
In this way cottage life has become part of the Finnish identity, become something that levels and unifies Finns in their love of the forest, longing for peace, solitude and simplicity. Most Finns seek a period of cottage life over the summer time, and in so doing seek to simplify life, return to an older, more primitive way of life: a shared (but mythical) ideal past when we lived more mindfully, were less distracted, less materialistic.
Lakes and the forest are central to ideas of “Finnishness”, so swimming in the lake, a shoreline cottage surrounded by forest and far away from neighbours has become the epitome of simple, natural forest living for modern people. Limiting visibility of cottages from each other, re-enforcing the idea of romantic solitude, is even written into Finnish planning legislation: if another cottage is just 200m away there should remain a sense of being deep into the wilderness away from other people. 20th century functionalism had a large part to play in constructing this ideal of simplicity too. Simplicity and practicality were not just design principals but lifestyle guidelines.
The “traditional” summer cottage is in truth a myth in that traditional life was never like modern cottage life. However, it ties in so neatly with the myth that all Finns love the forest and yearn for solitude that it has become part of the nation’s meta-narrative. A myth may hide historical truth, but people yearn for stories more than they do for truths. Mythical national meta-narratives create a sense of belonging and unity. Going to a summer cottage you can live that story for a while, and it is a story, since you don’t need to feast in summer and starve in winter as many farm workers did. But that is no bad thing.
Living that myth allows cottage dwellers to re-connect with themselves, each other and nature, slow down their consumption. A historically accurate rural house with associated poverty would perhaps be more likely to drive them back to the city (and is perhaps what drove their grandparents there in the first place). Modern day cottage dwellers are far enough removed from the struggle of daily rural life in times gone by to romanticize it, and the cottage as it is now is perhaps how they feel life ought to have been even if it wasn’t. A myth is never wholly a lie though, it is a narrative that has been woven from truths and national symbols, and the cottage life that has emerged is very real and important for modern Finns.
Because Finns universally share the myth of the summer cottage it has become a societal leveller – in a sense the simpler, the more basic your cottage, the more pure it is, the more “real”. Expensive, centrally heated summer cottages with running water are almost seen as failures by some, not “real” cottages.
Living the myth
Like many Finns I disappear into the forest to one of the “primitive” Finnish cottages (the hut in the woods with no water, electricity, TV or telephone type) each summer. My grandfather built it himself 65 years ago, bringing every plank and nail 25 km by row boat. Since then his children and their families, grandchildren and great grandchildren have enjoyed using it – about 20 people, not including the many friends that have visited too. It was a place of shared experience, not exclusion.
The cottage itself is just one room, mostly for sleeping, with a wood burner in the centre for warmth. The toilet is an outdoor composting toilet that users need to empty and compost themselves. The only washing facilities are in the sauna, for which you have to chop wood and light a fire in order to heat water. This is no spa, washing is with a bucket and a ladle with water carried in from the lake. In the centre of the yard there is a camp fire and benches. Apart from a woodshed and a small extra sleeping hut that was more recently built to cope with overspill, that’s it. In front is a great expanse of blue lake and behind a deep green forest. The plot owned by my grandfather is very small, just enough for the few buildings, but every-man’s rights mean we are free to roam in the surrounding forest and pick berries or mushrooms and to fish from the lake.
Growing up with access to a cottage like this teaches a great respect for nature: never pollute the lake with shampoo, never leave litter, give animals space and respect because we are borrowing their space. Take from the forest but always leave enough mushrooms and berries behind.
Cottage life is much simpler and slips into a cycle of chopping and carrying wood, fetching water, picking berries. Central to cottage life is the sauna and swimming in the lake to cool off. A sauna isn’t the luxury it is in other countries: for Finns it is a necessity, and even more than retreating to the cottage it is part of the national identity: something that all Finns must have access to. In old houses the only place to get washed would be the sauna, and as the cleanest place in the house, babies were born in the sauna. It is a social space and a levelling field: everyone is the same in the sauna, everyone is naked and markers of rich or poor shed in the changing room. It is a quiet space for contemplation and finding peace: a place to bathe slowly and relax. Cottage life is built around the need for wilderness, sauna and lake, and is almost a temple to the sauna, taking the peace found in sauna culture to its ultimate peak – a sauna in the forest, a lake as still as a mirror to dip into.
Being physically removed from modern life and all its distractions brings mental peace that is difficult to achieve and sustain at home. At the cottage the peace you might find taking a walk through the woods is sustained all week, or all month, depending on how long you have managed to get off work.
Arriving via the dirt road and walking along the footpath through the forest to the cottage, the silence and stillness is the first thing I notice. Around midsummer the nights are white, but by August more stars than you thought possible fill the sky. Whether looking out on a vast expanse of lake and forest at midsummer or a dazzling dome of stars in an August night with a pitch black forest around you, you can’t help but feel dwarfed by the hugeness of the natural world. Social media streams and online shopping seem suddenly utterly trivial.
For a month toilet waste has to be composted, water carried and fires lit. Daily living settles down to the basics of life, but since this is a holiday there is no work other than chopping wood and carrying water. Afternoon saunas and swims in the lake are luxuries there is plenty of time for. It’s like taking the best parts of old fashioned simple living, but removing most of the struggle that went with it (since now most Finns have the money to buy all the food they need from the supermarket and don’t need to grow it or fish for it).
Coming home after a month spent completely away from Facebook I found I’d missed… absolutely nothing. Even emails took surprisingly little time to catch up with. The more plugged in I was to social media or email, the more it demanded my attention repeatedly throughout the day, but returning from the forest it’s obvious that so many unnecessary hours are wasted looking at a screen. At the cottage it felt like I was really living, experiencing my surroundings and the loved ones I shared this time with, rather than going from distraction to distraction. Yet this was just a short break form my “real” life, I was living a story, a myth, but a myth that acts as a very real moderator in the national psyche of Finland. Being at the cottage feels like real living because when distractions have been let go of you really are living, living in the moment, aware of your surroundings and focussing on those you love.
Most people can’t live this lifestyle permanently, and few other countries have something like this built into their national culture. We have to make money in order to buy food and shelter and in the modern world that mostly means living near a population centre. But a month, or even a week, spent away from the draw of consumption can help reset the balance, remind you of the priorities in life, and perhaps, at least for a time, limit your level of consumption when you return to, or rather return from, “real” life.
Of Gardens and Graves : a review
Irfan Mehraj
Life in Kashmir is a metaphor for loss. The disintegration resulting from this loss is the extensive subject of the poems collected in Of Gardens and Graves. The poems re-enact for us, in a way that essays only aspire to, the lived experience of the poet in the turbulent nineties when speech and act announcing Azadi (freedom) were criminalised by the occupying Indian state. But there is a caveat: the poems in this volume present the variables of this loss, as experienced by two communities of differing political aspirations; in such an arresting manner that one almost assumes the experience of Kashmiri Pandits and Kashmiri Muslims to be somewhat similar, or equal.
The twenty eight poems in this volume, appended by four critical essays on the past and present of Kashmir, can be said to delineate two broad themes; of trauma and nostalgia. Trauma as experienced, or witnessed by Kashmiri Muslims during the turbulent nineties, and nostalgia for a fast deteriorating world of ‘composite culture’ in the case of Kashmiri Pandits. This is not to suggest that either of the two themes is exclusive of each other in the poems collected in this volume, they overlap each other in some poems, while in some the broad theme is clearly demarcated.
The first two poems of the volume bring this out suitably well. The poem Kasheer by Arjan Dev ‘Majboor’ begins with a description of the valley of Kashmir as being protected by high mountains and shifts into talking about the ‘beautiful rivulets adorned in silver’ and other tropes of ‘exceeding beauty’ that Kashmir is famous for. The geographical and cultural nostalgia invoked in the first part of the poem develops into questioning what has gone wrong in Kashmir. Again here, the questioning takes on the form of nostalgia for a past, which the poem constructs as a period of ‘harmony and friendship.’ In a sense, the poem foregrounds much of its meaning on the memory and invocation of ‘harmonious past’ and the loss of this concordance with the outbreak of armed insurgency against Indian rule in late eighties.
O friend, when will they awake again, the Kashmiris
Wounds will heal, when will they apply balm, the Kashmiris?
These last lines assume the ‘nineties of Kashmir’ as a period of great slumber from which Kashmiris should now awaken and ‘apply balm on each other’s wounds’, so that they can heal. For much of the Muslim population of Kashmir which rose against the oppressive Indian rule by turning militant, the moment was of great awakening, not of slumber. None of this is brought out in any of the poems in the collection.
Ghulam Hassan Taskeen’s poem is a haunting description of occupation, decay and the suffocating surveillance of a military state where even a bird cannot fully spread its wings as ‘the length and breadth of the world are shrinking.’
O bird of the mirror box
Your calls have become dumb
Deluded in your whimsy-
Who hoisted you to the gallows?
In setting the tone for the rest of the poem, the opening lines address the suffocated life under a cage where calls for freedom from injustice have become dumb, for no one hears them. This can as well be an indictment for those in power in Kashmir as well as the powers be in the rest of the world who have conveniently chosen to ‘not listen to’ the voices of Kashmir.
The bird of the mirror box can stand for a Kashmiri trapped in the mirror box of paradoxes that Kashmir was in the nineties, and in fact still continues to be. The succeeding lines of the poem present the grim picture of life in Kashmir where the ‘waves of flames have drawn the city into its embrace’ and ‘desire is interrupted and crushed by fists’.
O bird of the mirror box
For you
Even drops of water were accounted for
The killing of man in the public square is common
The lines can be read as bringing out the impunity of the counter-insurgency regime in Kashmir and the utter unaccountability inherent in its operations, which have killed, tortured, raped and disappeared thousands of Kashmiris.
The poem ends with a depressing note of finding each young bird a great burden for the ‘bird of the mirror box’. The final lines intimate that for the young in Kashmir the world is continuously shrinking and it’s becoming feebler to hold onto a dignified life.
Brij Nath Betaab’s ghazal has the refrain prean peath (as in the past) and speaks with moving nostalgia for a ‘world of past’ that I, for one, found difficult to associate with. For much of the generation of Kashmiris born and raised in nineties, the past is filled with stories of the heroism of Kashmiri guerrilla’s and the attendant stories of torture and death at the hands of Indian occupying forces. For the older generation, the poem does seem to evoke tender feelings of mutual love and respect. This is evidenced by the response the poem evoked when it was read out in Koshur at the book launch event in Srinagar this July.
When I read out the poem to my mother, she sighed and spoke nothing. The connection to an experience which this poem calls attention to seemed to her to be ‘perpetually lost’ now.
When the poem speaks of reconciliation and coming together once more ‘as in the past’ it does so without any reference to the intervening history of brutalization of Kashmiri people and the returning home for the poet figure is only possible when the past is re-created for him by those living in Kashmir. The last line reads as:
Betaab says he will return home when Afaq Aziz
Sends word that sister picks up a new longun, as in the past
Shabir Azar’s poem Corpse strikes as a chilling reminder of reconfiguration of nature into a picture un-natural death. How natural spaces in Kashmir are marked by violence and how this violence enters the subliminal subjectivity of a poet who looks at a lake in hope of ‘communion with nature’ and encounters the image of death in it – is hauntingly brought out by this poem. What does it mean to commune with nature, when nature is transfigured/distorted by death is expressed by these lines:
at the farthest reaches of the silent lake
the same corpse kept staring
the corpse
as if it would steal
my musings today...!
or
fold the imprint of my future
Into the vastness of the lake!
With the pervasive and widespread militarization of the landscape of Kashmir, natural spaces have turned into sites of death, such as the villages around Tosa Maidan firing range in Budgam district of Kashmir. It’s no wonder than that a poet discovers the image of death in the placid waters of a lake and its effect on him is two-fold; the poet loses his bearings and also the associations formerly formed with a lake and natural beauty.
Thematically, the poems in this volume veer between evoking nostalgia and addressing the presence of trauma in Kashmiri lives. In one poem, the banality of violence witnessed by Kashmiris in last two decades is brought out in these lines:
Then, a single drop would redden the sky
Today, newspapers are headlined in blood
In Kashmir of the past, the belief was that the sky reddens when someone is killed, but today the shedding of blood has no such effect.
The poems by Shahzada Rafiq, Bashir Dada, Naji Munawar, Ayesha Mastoor, Rukhsana Jabeen, Moti Lal Saqi, Maqbool Sajid, Jawahir Lal Saror, Kashi Nath Baghwan, Pyare Hatash, Zahid Mukhtar and others variously explore the theme of loss, decay and ‘hope’ in contemporary Kashmir. These poems, in the words of the author ‘have something important to tell us about lives lived in the face of extraordinary political disruptions and violence.’
While the poems, both by Pandits and Muslims, do speak to us of the varied experience of life under ‘extraordinary violence’ but what is missing is the younger poets of Kashmir, the children of nineties, those who know of no reality except curfews and crackdowns. The closest to this reality is the poem by Arshad Mushtaq Teli Layi Mye Kanni (That’s when I threw stones) which is directly political and emphatically argues for the tradition of stone-throwing in Kashmir.
When in darkness into the Vyeth they threw
A brother of seven sisters,
When into death’s sleep
They lulled Akanandun,
That’s when I threw stones
The closing lines refer to the habit of Indian occupying forces of dumping tortured bodies of Kashmiri men into the river bodies and how it justifiably provides the reason to throw stones at the occupational forces.
The essays in the volume range broadly and tackle the issue of continued militarization and its damaging effects on the collective experience of Kashmiri people. Using historical analysis of denial of political agency to Kashmiri people, the essays compellingly argue against the status-quo in Kashmir and a multi-disciplinary approach only makes this volume highly readable among the trove of writings done on Kashmir in the past few years.
In the penultimate essay ‘The Witness of Poetry: Political Feeling in Kashmir Poems’, the author uses poetry as a guide and example of gauging experiences of trauma and pain in the last two decades of conflict in Kashmir. The author argues in lucid prose about the need to investigate the cultural production of poems as a repository carrying the seeds of traumatic experience. He calls these poems ’as a guide to ‘phenomenology of pain,’ that marks conflict zones.’ The essay is a crucial read for those who are interested in finding in poetry and literature produced in Kashmir a witness to political and cultural events. How calling attention to one’s own experience of trauma develops into the formation of political positions is the abiding thread running through this essay. The analysis of Mohiuddin Masarat’s poem Mye Kyah (What’s to me) brings out the long term effect of trauma on individual lives. The author argues that poems like these are not just ‘a testimonial to emotional suffering but, to the political subjectivities that grow out of community responses to such sustained, profound distress.’
The photographs by Javed Dar attend to providing the picture of Kashmir that has seen debilitating violence in the last two decades and continues to wallow under a brutal military occupation. Performing the role of memorializing every day tragedy in Kashmir, these photographs are testimonials in their own respect.
Bringing together poems, photographs and essays from contemporary Kashmir Of Gardens and Graves is a beautiful compendium of shared loss and pain. The book does not just end at recreating this loss in poems, essays and photographs but invokes Agha Shahid Ali’s invitation to a return to a home without soldiers and army camps. It’s to this future that Suvir Kaul dedicates this book.
We shall meet again, in Srinagar
By the gates of the Villa of Peace,
our hands blossoming into fists
till the soldiers return the keys
and disappear. Again we’ll enter
our last world, the first that vanished
in our absence from the broken city.
Papua New Guinea: the new frontier for palm oil production
Villagers in rural PNG are facing devastating climate change and the loss of land and livelihoods as demand for palm oil grows
Jen Wilton
Palm oil is the world’s most popular vegetable oil. According to an ethical shopping guide compiled by the Rainforest Foundation UK, palm oil is commonly found in many packaged items in the supermarket, from ice cream to shampoo and bread to detergents. But it is not without its problems.
“Palm oil production is now one of the world’s leading causes of rainforest destruction,” writes the Rainforest Action Network. “Palm oil production is also responsible for human rights violations as corporations often forcefully remove indigenous peoples and rural communities from their lands.”
Indonesia and Malaysia are the world’s biggest producers of palm oil, but as their lands have become saturated with palm plantations, businesses have turned to countries like Papua New Guinea (PNG) in pursuit of profit. PNG currently ranks as the third biggest exporter of palm oil globally, with 95% of exports bound for the EU. Palm oil production on the remote island nation has significantly increased since the mid 2000s, peaking at an all-time high in 2010 with exports totalling $450m.
Eco-system destruction
According to Global Forest Watch, 91% of PNG’s forests were classed as primary in 2010, meaning they were largely untouched by human activity. This may change as palm oil production increases, as has been the case for PNG’s wealthier neighbour Indonesia.
“Research has shown that an oil palm plantation can support only 0-20% of the species of mammals, reptiles and birds found in primary rainforest,” states a Friends of the Earth report. The document continues: “But it is the local communities who most immediately feel the impact of [forest] destruction. They depend on these forests, often managed under the community’s traditional law, for their subsistence and cash income, as well as for cultural and religious practices. Deforestation completely overhauls their entire way of life.”
Clear-cutting land to make way for palm oil plantations not only affects biodiversity and local livelihoods, it also releases vast quantities of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Greenpeace UK says that, globally, deforestation constitutes “up to one-fifth of global man-made emissions, more than the world’s entire transport sector”.
Globally, deforestation constitutes up to one-fifth of global man-made emissions.
The Pacific Climate Change Science Program predicts that climate change in PNG will result in rising sea levels, warmer temperatures and higher annual rainfall. This will have significant effects on PNG’s economy, through factors such as higher rates of malaria, stress on infrastructure, changing agricultural patterns and social conflict associated with the displacement of coastal communities.
The Asian Development Bank (ADB) estimates the economy of PNG will be the most affected by climate change in the Pacific region. “The biggest component of economic loss is agriculture and Papua New Guinea is being affected severely because of the relatively high temperature rise and also the shortage of fresh water,” says Cyn-Young Park of the ADB.
Some of the small islands that make up PNG are already being inundated by rising sea levels. An encroaching shoreline has completely bisected Carteret Island, home of the world’s first climate change refugees, while locally grown coconuts, a food staple, are being wiped out as a result of coastal erosion on the atoll.
Illegal logging, corruption, racketeering and repression are all too common in PNG and compound the associated environmental and human costs of palm oil production. There is some evidence that companies seeking palm oil concessions in PNG are more interested in timber and use it as a cover to sidestep logging restrictions.
Declining food crops
In the village of Gadaisu, which is located on PNG’s southernmost peninsula and is home to just a few hundred people, local residents are acutely aware of the effects palm oil is having on their way of life. The wider region, Milne Bay province, is economically reliant on palm oil, tourism and gold mining.
“People are not happy since oil palm [production] came along,” explains Ajit Muttucumaraswamy, who lived in Papua New Guinea for 25 years. His wife Rachel is from Gadaisu, so he knows the area well. “They find that on land where they grow their food, things like yams, bananas and vegetables, the yields have gone down.”
The villagers blame the decreased harvests on the chemicals found in fertilisers used by the palm oil industry. Instead of growing their own crops, residents now often have to go to town to buy food. Palm oil production has also introduced new pests that invade food crops in Gadaisu.
Palm oil production has introduced new pests that invade food crops in Gadaisu.
Palm oil production occurs between Gadaisu and the region’s capital Alotau. Muttucumaraswamy says that palm oil is more environmentally destructive than local forms of food production, where the forest regenerates afterwards.
“If they had an alternative way of earning a better living, then they would rather not have oil palm,” says Muttucumaraswamy. “They are not happy that they will lose their forests and their traditional lands.”
“Local communities can only lose from this new wave of land grabs for palm oil,” says Grain, an international NGO that supports communities to create sustainable food systems. “They have to face all of the impacts that come with vast monoculture plantations within their territories – pollution from pesticides, soil erosion, deforestation and labour migration. Experience also shows that the employment generated by the plantations often goes to outsiders, and that most of the jobs are seasonal, poorly paid and dangerous.”
Cultivating alternatives
The villagers of Gadaisu live within a subsistence economy. They only have rudimentary agricultural tools and transport is a challenge. “The roads are pretty bad,” laments Muttucumaraswamy. Despite these challenges, many locals make money by selling the flesh of coconuts. They sell the dried meat, known as copra, at market and on a good day earn enough to then buy household staples such as rice, flour and sugar. Fishing is another source of income for the coastal town, although this is hampered by a lack of nets and boats able to venture into deep waters.
“Eighty-five percent of Papua New Guineans are rural. That means they depend on their land, forests, rivers and seas for their survival,” Rosa Koian, of PNG non-governmental organisation Bismark Ramu Group, said to Mongabay about palm oil production. “We will never reduce poverty if thousands of land-, forest-, river- and sea-dependent people are forced off their land. They lose their food supply system and everything fails with it.”
What the villagers of Gadaisu want is quite simple – they hope to be able to use the land like their parents and grandparents before them. Ajit Muttucumaraswamy sums it up succinctly: “They want a better life and they would like to keep their forests.”
Cli-fi: cinematic visions of climate change
Filmmakers’ gloomy fantasies or a plausible future?
Joanna Zajaczkowska
The British science fiction author Brian Aldiss has written that the most tried and true way of indicating man’s status is to show him confronted by crisis, whether of his own making (overpopulation), of science’s (new destructive virus), or of nature’s (another Ice Age). Recently, man faced with ecological catastrophe has become one of the most frequently explored topics in contemporary cinema.
Filmmakers take advantage of the anxieties that slumber within us, watering the seeds of fear sown by climatologists predicting possible climate change scenarios: extreme weather events, floods, mass migrations, droughts and depleting food and water resources.
Although the connections between cinema and ecology are as old as cinema itself (the first environmentally-themed film was made by the Lumiere brothers), environmental issues have never before been so omnipresent in cinema as in recent times. With the rise of the emerging genre of climate fiction (cli-fi) movies, there have appeared questions about how much cinematic visions of eco-disasters make a difference to how people react to environmental concerns.
Social media phenomenon
The American writer and climate activist Dan Bloom has been credited with coining the term “cli-fi” in 2007. Bloom defines cli-fi as a work of fiction that explores climate change and global warming in its storyline.
“ ‘Cli-fi’ is the term of post-science fiction (sci-fi) consciousness. I merely wanted to coin a catchy buzzword for use as a media tool to raise awareness about global warming. The term may stand apart from the longer, rather pedestrian phrase of ‘climate fiction,’” he clarifies.
The term went viral when Margaret Atwood used it in a 2012 tweet, and simultaneously introduced it to her 500,000 followers. The phrase “cli-fi” began to be seen as a new literary and cinema genre. “It all first happened organically via social media,” Bloom reminisces.
The “cli-fi” genre includes movies that play upon our fears and uncertainty surrounding the destructive impacts of climate change. These films show a world affected by environmental catastrophes, including weather-related disasters leading to a new Ice Age (The Day After Tomorrow); a drastic, sudden increase in global temperature resulting in insufferable heat (the German movie Hell); and dust storms that devastate the planet (Interstellar).
Under such harsh conditions, characters must adapt to a new life in order to survive. This genre includes both high-budget productions loaded with special effects (Waterworld) and arthouse features encouraging deeper reflection (4:44 Last Day on Earth).
Cli-fi flicks point out the errors of modernity, pontificating upon the condition of society faced by crisis as well as the essence and strength of humanity. The world’s all-encompassing paralysis and chaos have the purpose of making the viewer ask important questions related to environmental concerns.
“Cli-fi films continue some of the same trends we note occurring in monstrous nature cinema, including drawing on anthropomorphism to both humanize and vilify nonhuman nature. Cli-fi films may present important environmental messages, but to succeed they also must entertain viewers with spectacular effects to attract the audiences needed for big profits. And these awesome cinematic presentations may actually obscure the ecological points on display,” Prof. Robin Murray and Prof. Joseph Heumann, co-authors of five books on films exploring environmental issues, explained in an email.
The Day After Tomorow
In an essay “The Imagination of Disaster,” Susan Sontag wrote of the ambiguous pleasure in watching the world that would soon be destroyed on screen. Films showing visions of a world touched by catastrophe allow us to experience the forces of destruction and the related all-encompassing chaos and fear.
One of the most important films of the cli-fi genre made in the previous decade was The Day After Tomorrow. This production made by Roland Emmerich depicts abrupt and catastrophic climate change that plunges the world into total chaos. On the screen, viewers follow a series of terrifying scenes around the globe: snowstorms sweep across New Delhi, tornadoes rip through Los Angeles, grapefruit-size hailstones batter Tokyo, and a 100-foot tidal wave submerges Manhattan.
The cinematically stunning production turned out to be a blockbuster hit with a worldwide gross of more than $544.2 million. Showing weather anomalies caused by global warming on a hitherto unprecedented scale, the film shook the public’s understanding of climate change and became a subject of hot debate among environmental groups, scientists, politicians, and critics.
The Day After Tomorrow is built on the premise that global warming has shifted the North Atlantic thermohaline circulation system triggering extreme and almost immediate weather disasters. Within a matter of hours, a new ice age begins on Earth. The Day After Tomorrow subscribes to the theory of abrupt climate change. In the film, an ice age blankets North America in 96 hours. From the scientific point of view, this is not possible. “There is evidence from paleoclimate records of abrupt changes happening over a decade or two, but not over several days,” Prof. Ken Caldeira, a climate scientist at the Carnegie Institution for Science’s Department of Global Ecology, claims. “The idea that somehow global warming will trigger an ice age has no basis whatsoever in sound science. This is an invention of the movies,” Prof. Caldeira adds.
In The Day After Tomorrow, we find more exaggerations about climate change. Hailed as the first film about global warming, it sparked debate on how we might impact public perceptions and act on climate change.
Some commentators argue that the sensational plotline of The Day After Tomorrow would be so extreme that viewers would subsequently dismiss all the issues of global warming as fantasies. “Hollywood movies are the place to go for entertainment; they are not the place to go for information. Typically, fiction films present a much more extreme view of a future under climate change than what is likely to occur. Hollywood productions deal with our anxieties as well as our desire for entertainment,” Prof. Caldeira states.
“The research on The Day After Tomorrow suggests that it raised awareness but also created confusion,” says Prof. Michael Svoboda from the George Washington University, an expert on climate change and popular culture and the author of a comprehensive study of cli-fi films currently under review by WIRES Climate Change. “TDAT greatly exaggerates the speed at which the events depicted could occur, hence the confusion it created,” Prof. Svoboda adds.
He points out that this confusion was likely compounded by the many films that later imitated TDAT’s depictions of tornado clusters (such as NYC Tornado Terror, Storm Cell, and Into the Storm), superstorms (Category 6, Category 7), or an abrupt descent into an ice age (100 Degrees Below Zero, Ice 2020, Ice Twisters, Absolute Zero). “Now climate change communicators have to live with the consequences of the fact that first popular impression of climate change created by TDAT,” Prof. Svoboda asserts.
“It seems to have been more successful at raising awareness in the United States, possibly because previous levels of awareness were lower than elsewhere, or because its release was accompanied by more publicity here. TDAT was, as one researcher put it, an ‘event-film,’” Prof. Michael Svoboda adds.
A 2004 Yale study of Climate Change Risk Perception: Day After Tomorrow by Anthony A. Leiserowitz reported that this film indeed raised viewers’ levels of concern about global warming; changed their perception of climate change; and made people more willing to take environmentally friendly actions (such as purchasing more fuel-efficient cars or volunteering with global warming group).
Climate change
Climate change poses a global concern with set of environmental and social threats that may significantly affect our lives of and lives future generations and lead to growing social inequalities. Scientists predict that climate change will increase the frequency, intensity, and duration of extreme weather events around the world.
Among the concerns related to climate change, Prof. Ken Caldeira mentions an increase in global temperatures. “The planet will get hotter. The tropics may get too hot to be able to grow food, and this could cause massive dislocation of people and suffering,” he predicts.
The next serious matter that Prof. Ken Caldeira points out is the melting of the massive ice sheets that may cause sea levels to rise dramatically. “This rise might not happen smoothly, so it cannot be ruled out that we could see a few meters of sea level rise in a short amount of time. If we keep emitting greenhouse gases, substantial amounts of sea level rise over a long time is the central expectation,” the expert states. Central expectations of sea-level rise for this century is about 60 cm (or 2 ft). Prof. Caldeira expects sea level to rise by 30 m (100 ft) over the next thousand years.
Climate change is a complex issue that poses special challenges for mobilizing collective and individual actions as well. Communicating complex concepts such as global warming and climate change in mass media can bring difficulties.
“Global warming, as laid out by scientists, is the antithesis of news: it is incremental, still largely masked by natural climate variability, with widespread subtle effects and the worst outcomes projected decades, if not generations in the future. That’s why the issue, somewhat like the national debt or other creeping risks, tends to hide in plain sight,” Andrew C. Revkin, a science and environmental writer, says. He notices that this issue made it a terrible fit for conventional media, and it’s even a worse fit for cinema. “When it does make it into a film, there’s inevitable exaggeration, which is a normal part of the process of making any dystopian, action, or horror film. “So from Waterworld to The Day After Tomorrow and Snowpiercer and onward, it’s not surprising to see stark futures full of conflict,” Andrew C. Revkin explains.
Impact on viewers’s emotions
The image of a world touched by environmental catastrophe that appears in cli-fi productions has a strong effect on viewers’ emotions. Under such extreme circumstances, the verification of human attitudes in dramatic situations takes place on screen. Apocalyptic visions become also a pretext for exploring the simplest feelings and family bonds (Interstellar).
Can cinema that appeals to viewers’ fears and anxieties related to the environment make them more likely to take environmentally friendly actions?
“Climate fiction is generated for the purpose of entertainment rather than public empowerment. It may increase people’s sense of distance and attachment by giving climate change the shape of an exaggerated fantasy,” says George Marshall, founder of the Climate Outreach Information Network. “I’m sceptical that climate fiction raises overall awareness of climate change, although I do think that it might intensify concern amongst those people who are already engaged.”
“It’s my hope that cli-fi movies will inspire viewers and lead to actions or fundamental changes in their perspectives, but I have not seen that happen yet,” Dan Bloom, a writer and climate activist, confides. “I don’t think novels or movies have that kind of power anymore, given all the distractions on television and the internet that take people away from the real problems we face. We live in a very distracted world, and cli-fi movies face very distracted audiences.”
Prof. Robin Murray and Prof. Joseph Heumann, authors of the book Ecology and Popular Film, point out that the impact of cli-fi movies on viewers’ perception of the dangerous repercussions of climate change seems to depend on audience size and demographic composition. “Although there are few studies on the effects cli-fi films have on viewers’ awareness of environmental issues, the environmental movement has definitely made its mark in classic and contemporary cinema,” they explained via email.
Shale fellows well met
Politicians and corporate interests make the cosiest of bedfellows – fracking is a case in point
Joe Turnbull
Pound signs were flashing in the eyes of many in the shale gas industry when the prospect of bringing hydraulic fracturing (fracking) to Blighty first raised its ugly head a few years ago. But things haven’t exactly gone to plan.
The health and environmental dangers, such as contaminated water supplies, noxious odours, light and sound pollution, have been acknowledged in a recent government report. Fierce political opposition has led to fracking projects repeatedly failing to get off the ground, with Lancashire County Council the latest to reject a proposal by shale firm Cuadrilla. Public opinion has turned firmly against the idea, with a recent YouGov poll showing 32% support the practice compared to 43% opposed, a reversal since 2013. All this, and yet the newly elected Tory government has pledged to push on with its support for the shale industry. But why is it so keen?
The official party line is that fracking will create jobs, reduce gas prices, contribute to the economy and ensure Britain’s energy security. The economic argument seems a little spurious especially given that the chancellor, George Osborne, has promised to introduce a tax regime that is, in his own words, “the most generous for shale in the world”, something reiterated in the Tory manifesto. If shale will be such a money-spinner, then why does the industry need such generous tax cuts?
A cross-party report by the Environmental Audit Committee concluded that there is “little evidence to suggest that fracking could be undertaken at the scale needed to be commercially viable in the UK or that it will bring gas prices down significantly”. In terms of energy security, shale is a poor option, as there is little agreement on how big the UK’s reserves actually are, and investment in renewable energy surely makes more sense for long-term security.
Despite these considerable environmental, economic and even political risks, the Conservatives seem set to push ahead. Their latest measure would strip local councils of the right to decide on whether to approve fracking proposals if they are deemed to be taking “too long” to decide. Is there something more clandestine behind the Conservatives’ seemingly ostrich-like stance on the shale industry? Certainly, there are some links between the party and the industry.
Party funding is a contentious issue because it stands to reason that politicians will not want to implement policies that risk scaring off their major backers.
Party funding is often a contentious issue because it stands to reason that politicians will not want to implement policies that will risk scaring off their major backers. Energy magnate Ian Taylor has donated some £550,000 to the Conservatives over the last 10 years, which definitely puts him in the category of a major funder. Donors who give more than £50,000 to the Tory party join the “Leaders Club” and are invited to personally meet David Cameron at exclusive parties.
Taylor is CEO of the energy firm Vitol; in 2012 two of the firm’s top executives bought a considerable stake in Dart Energy, a shale company. Dart was in turn bought by the even larger IGas, one of the companies at the front of the queue for the UK’s fracking licences. Tory MP, Alan Duncan, worked for Vitol in the 1990s and performed consultancy for another company part-owned by Vitol. This demonstrates how the links between business and politics are rarely too obvious and direct, but instead make up a complex interplay of mutual influence and benefits to both sides, in a diffuse manner that is hard to pin down.
Another such link between the Conservatives and the shale industry exists via Lynton Crosby, the party’s election campaign advisor. Crosby owns a lobbying firm, Crosby Textor, and one of its major clients is the Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration Association (APPEA). APPEA has lobbied staunchly on behalf of fracking and Dart Energy is one of its member companies. Crosby clearly has influence within the Tory party and eyebrows were raised when the timing of his appointment in 2013 coincided with Osborne’s announcement of tax breaks for the industry.
Three senior advisers to the last government also had strong ties to shale firms. Lord Browne, a cross-bench member of the House of Lords, sat within the cabinet office while he was chair of Cuadrilla. Meanwhile, Sam Laidlaw worked in the Department of Transport while he was CEO of Centrica, which owns a large stake in Cuadrilla. Baroness Hogg was an adviser in the Treasury while also being a non-executive director at BG Group, a firm with strong shale interests in the US.
Rather than industry “buying” politicians, the relationship is far more intertwined and incestuous.
Do these multiple links explain the Tory party’s policy towards fracking? Perhaps not on their own. But they do give an insight into the closeness of the relationship between business and politics. Rather than industry “buying” politicians, the relationship is far more intertwined and incestuous. While industry representatives are frequently given advisory roles in government, politicians are in turn often offered well-paid jobs within industries they have given a leg up to while in power.
Earlier this year, former Tory transport minister Stephen Hammond bagged a lucrative second job at transport firm Immarsat, while disgraced former energy minister Chris Huhne walked into a six-figure salaried job at US company Zilkha Biomass Energy months after his release from prison. Thanks to this revolving door between business and politics, don’t be surprised if top politicians land jobs in the shale industry a few years down the line if a fracking frenzy is brought in under this parliament.
But as much as these individual threads might seem alarming, it’s important to note that the real relationship between business and politics is structural. In much the same way as Naom Chomsky and Edward Herman describe in their Propaganda Model – which explains why the mainstream media consistently supports corporate interests – there is no need for any conspiracy theory. Both mainstream politics and business are conducted within the largely unquestioned paradigm of neoliberalism. Big business funds political parties (Tory funding comes from both business and very wealthy individuals) and in theory provides tax revenues to governments. Culturally, business leaders and politicians tend to be from similar social backgrounds and run in the same social circles.
The Conservative party is openly a pro-business party and the shale industry has the potential to be big business in Britain. In concert with the individual links and structural forces, it is therefore ideologically consistent with Tory values to support the shale industry. It has long been the role of Tory politicians to oil the cogs of business as generously as possible without alienating their core voters. It is rural communities that stand to be worst affected by the negative impacts of fracking, which is where Tory support is strongest. Although they are pushing ahead with their backing for the shale industry now, the Conservatives are, after all, pragmatic power-seekers. If public opinion is firmly against the move, particularly in Conservative heartlands, they may yet have to reconsider.
Can bitcoin slow war?
As a finite currency in digital form, governments using it to fund conflicts would be impossible argues John Dennehy
John Dennehy
Bitcoin exists on the periphery; most people either don’t understand it or don’t care to. Yet, there also exists a growing group of people who champion this new technology and say it will change the world. At The Next Web conference, philosopher Stefan Molyneux told a packed theatre: “[Bitcoin], has the power to limit the seemingly endless growth of political power…I really believe that it’s the most peaceful revolution that we can have in this world.”
That vocal minority doesn’t just see bitcoin as a new currency, but rather a currency that works in a new way. That it can “change the world” is an extremely broad and subjective claim, but what about something more specific - can bitcoin slow war?
Basic differences between bitcoin and fiat
Bitcoin is decentralised. New bitcoins are issued to computers that have donated computing power to secure the network and process transactions, but there is no central body that has any control. The code is open source and available for anyone to view and there are no restrictions on who can participate.
Government-issued money - called fiat - is centralised. Governments have a monopoly on fiat and decide who can and cannot participate.
Bitcoin has a fixed and finite supply. New bitcoins - which are divisible into a million parts - are released on a predictable schedule. At present, 25 new bitcoins are added to the total supply every 10 minutes. In 2016 that will drop to 12.5 every 10 minutes and every four years after that the number will half again. That diminishing rate means that most bitcoins that will ever be created, already have been. Once the total number reaches 21 million no new bitcoins will be issued.
Fiat supply is infinite and printed at the will of the government at an irregular and unpredictable rate. The official website for the US Bureau of Engraving and Printing, which is responsible for printing new money, has chosen a surprisingly honest URL: moneyfactory.gov. According to its data, rates of production are sporadic but generally go up. For example, in 1980 100m $100 bills were printed. In 2013, 4.4bn $100 bills were printed. This is representative of a perpetually increasingly supply, which is one of the main tools government uses to finance war.
Those are not the only differences, but they are two major ones and the two that would most affect how wars would be financed.
War financing
War is currently financed by a combination of three methods: the printing of new money, collection of taxes, and raising of debts.
Paul Poast, a political science professor at the University of Chicago and author of The Economics of War, explains: “Historically, [having the power to print money] has been a primary means by which governments finance wars, sometimes by literally running the printing press. Though often the inflationary pressure will be delayed, for example they won’t print money per se, but they will create debt. Eventually they have to pay that debt and government will issue new currency to pay that future debt, creating a lag when the inflation will actually take place.”
War is massively expensive. It’s so expensive that most governments would not be able to afford it without creating a new money supply and deferring the costs to the future. World War One was expected to last just a few months because that’s when money would have run out. Instead, one by one, each nation began leaving the gold standard and creating new money to continue financing the war effort. “War and limited currency don’t mix very well,” explained Molyneux in his talk. “When you have fiat currency you don’t have to give people the choice [between financing war or financing social programmes]…When governments can print money they don’t have to ask the people to make rational decisions or to balance things.”
Separation of money and state
Paul Poast explains: “When countries have less discretion over their money, war is disincentivised. In order for government to finance the huge cost, without the option of creating new money and debt, they would have to rely more heavily on the existing pile and either raise taxes significantly or significantly cut spending on other government expenditures like infrastructure or education.”
Roger Ver claims bitcoin is the most powerful tool the world has ever had to help bring a stop to endless war.
A small number of nations have already chosen to give up their ability to print their own currency. Ecuador, El Salvador and Panama have all stopped issuing their own currency and now use the US dollar for all transactions. They have given up the power to control their money supply. “Because of this missing economic lever, funding war becomes more difficult. It creates a disincentive.”
How bitcoin can help
Roger Ver became one of the world’s first bitcoin millionaires after his hardware company became the first major business in the world to start accepting the digital currency in 2011. He has since become one of the technology’s most vocal supporters. He claims: “Bitcoin is the most powerful tool the world has ever had to help bring a stop to endless war.”
The fact that bitcoin is finite and cannot be easily manipulated by government is one of the most powerful reasons to think a bitcoin world may be a more peaceful one. “When the money runs out, the war will stop,” explained Ver.
Other large government expenditures, such as infrastructure or healthcare, would not be affected by a finite currency because they are generally included as part of the budget, meaning money is already put aside for those costs. While there is a military budget, war funding does not generally come from that pile. Because of the oversized role of inflation and debt in war financing, it would be especially vulnerable to a change to a finite currency. Money for war would mean less money for everything else, and the war costs would become much more visible to the public.
Ver also points out that bitcoin would give more control to citizens to resist taxes meant for war. Bitcoin allows its users to have complete control over their funds, meaning that they do not have to rely on a third party, such as a bank, that could be pressured by government to disclose information or allow government to access or seize its citizens’ assets. “People would have the ability to say no, not in my name and not with my money.”
Joe Ventura, CTO and founder of bitcoin startup AlphaPoint, reiterated those points. “If we are going to limit ourselves to [bitcoin], when government wants to fund a war it will be hard for them to extract that from the population, and even then they could only take as much as their people have.”
The limits of bitcoin
A bitcoin universe may make war less economically attractive, but it’s uncertain how feasible such a world would be. “Government would not want to give up its power to manipulate money,” Poast told me. “What incentive would government have to allow a world with a finite currency? That’s the one thing that may stop bitcoin from becoming dominant.”
“And once all bitcoins are mined, if government wants to regain some control over money they will find a workaround - other currencies might arise to work alongside bitcoin and effectively inflate the money supply.”
Ventura added: “If a willing society of people, regardless of money availability, want to get something done they will find a way.”
The nascent technology and currency is still too young and untested to fully understand how its potential growth would affect society and all of its moving parts, including war. Still, it has spawned a movement of people that believe it can help to change the rules of the game. Ver ended our interview with a simple message, “If you are opposed to war, then start using bitcoin in your personal life today.”
TTIP is a disaster for the environment - but we can stop it
Opposition to what has been called a toxic proposal across the EU is growing, as millions of citizens make their voices heard
John Hilary
The Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) currently being negotiated between the EU and US is one of the most dangerous threats to the future of our society, our democracy and our planet. The danger is coming closer, with officials now talking of a possible deal by the end of President Obama’s presidency next year. Yet massive resistance is building across Europe, and TTIP is becoming toxic territory for those politicians who are prepared to defend it in public. Everything is still to play for.
The European Commission is the EU body conducting the TTIP negotiations and it has maintained a fanatical level of secrecy throughout. At the outset, the EU’s chief negotiator announced a 30-year ban on public access to all key documents in TTIP, ensuring that no one will see the texts until it is too late. The Commission has now clamped down even further, refusing even to send out updates on the negotiations to the national governments of Europe. This means that UK government officials must now travel to Brussels to beg for special access to their own reports. You couldn’t make it up.
Environmental chaos
There is clear consensus on all sides that TTIP will have a negative ecological impact. Even the European Commission has admitted that under “every scenario” coming out of the negotiations, TTIP will increase pressure on the environment. According to the official impact assessment published at the start of the negotiations in 2013, TTIP will create “dangers for both natural resources and the preservation of biodiversity”. The EU is committed to halting biodiversity loss by 2020, so why is it not arguing against TTIP?
The same official assessment admits that TTIP will also increase greenhouse gas emissions, adding millions of extra tonnes of CO2 to the atmosphere at a time when Europe is supposed to be cutting them. With the eyes of the world focused on the UN climate talks at the end of this year, the EU is still trying to make people believe that it is a “global leader” when it comes to action against climate change. Yet it is pressing for a dedicated energy chapter in TTIP that will see a massive increase in imports of gas and oil from the US – including oil from the notorious tar sands, known to be among the dirtiest and most carbon-intensive of all fossil fuels.
UK government officials must now travel to Brussels to beg for special access to their own reports.
TTIP is also designed to see a huge rise in the import of shale gas from the fracking boom currently raging across the US. More than that, it will undermine national bans on fracking that have been introduced in European countries such as France, Bulgaria, the Netherlands and Scotland. The main threat here comes from the new investor-state dispute system planned under TTIP that will allow foreign investors to challenge governments when environmental regulations clash with corporate profits. The US energy company Lone Pine is already suing Canada for $250 million over its moratorium on fracking under the St Lawrence River in Quebec.
Behind closed doors
How did we come to a situation where such critical decisions are made behind closed doors by a faceless cabal of unelected and unaccountable bureaucrats? How can we accept a world in which even our elected MPs are blocked from seeing the texts of such agreements before it is too late?
And with the in-out referendum on UK membership of the EU fast approaching, why should we consider being part of a union whose institutions are so contemptuous of the needs of the European people?
The peoples of Europe don’t want this to be the future. Already 2.5m have signed a European Citizen’s Initiative saying no to TTIP and the parallel EU-Canada trade deal, CETA. This is far and away the largest number of people to have ever signed such a petition; the European Commission has admitted that there has never been such a concerted campaign against a trade deal before. Yet still it refuses to take notice.
I met with the EU trade commissioner, Cecilia Malmström, earlier this year and asked her how she felt knowing that the strength of opposition to her plans was growing by the day. She acknowledged that what she was doing was deeply unpopular, but replied icily: “I do not take my mandate from the European people.” Clearly her only concern is to satisfy the 30,000 business lobbyists that swarm around the European Commission, and who are pretty much the only ones pushing for TTIP to go through.
People power
So how do we defeat TTIP? There is a mass campaign against the deal already in motion across all EU member states. Trade unions have joined with environmental, public health and digital rights campaigners to say no to the deal. Hundreds of local government authorities from across Europe have declared themselves TTIP-free zones, while farmers’ groups are raising the alarm at the horrors in store for us from imported US food. In the UK we have recently seen the formation of Artists Against TTIP, with high-profile celebrities adding their voices to the opposition. There has never been such a broad and exciting campaign.
Farmers’ groups are raising the alarm at the horrors in store for us from imported US food.
And it’s working. Intense public pressure forced Labour MEPs to abandon a pro-TTIP resolution that went through the European Parliament in July, despite having said they would vote for it. The UK government has had to admit that its earlier claims about the supposed benefits of TTIP were bogus.
Even the European Commission is on the back foot.
People power will stop TTIP, but our victory will only come as a result of coordinated political action. It is up to every one of us to stand up and defeat this dirty deal. TTIP will bring so much social and environmental destruction, the stakes could not be higher. With our common future in the balance, we cannot afford to lose.
John Hilary is executive director of War on Want and author of the leading introductory guide to TTIP, now available in 12 European languages. Please add your name to the European Citizen’s Initiative against TTIP by visiting waronwant.org/ttip
No, Vivienne, TTIP is not a ghastly plot
Anti-TTIP campaigners overstate the case and provide woeful opposition to an issue of major importance. The conspiracy theorists should pipe down and allow a proper debate to be had
Jon Card
Most people have still not heard of the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP). To be fair to the public, it doesn’t have a catchy name and the technocrats overseeing its creation are hardly shouting about it from the rooftops. Indeed, it had passed my attention until I read George Monbiot’s Guardian feature on the issue.
But while I welcome Monbiot’s efforts to stimulate debate, I consider his arguments to be overblown. Furthermore, the reaction of much of the left (including that of this month’s guest editor) says more about their anti-capitalist and anti-US politics than it does about the reality of TTIP. This is a shame because there is much about the proposed treaty which is worthy of scrutiny.
So what exactly is TTIP? In short, it is potentially the biggest trade deal in history between the world’s two largest trading blocks, the EU and the US. Those in favour of the deal say it’ll be worth €120bn and €95bn to those economies, respectively - it’s a very important treaty.
It’ll achieve these humongous numbers by removing “trade barriers” between the two countries. In some cases, these are tariffs (import taxes) and in other cases they are restrictions or bans on types of products, mostly food. The agreement will also set standards and classifications for manufacturers and producers. This means whenever consumers buy a particular item the label will mean the same either side of the Atlantic.
The effect of the deal is to increase choice, boost competition, which pushes down prices for consumers, and stimulate trade which increases the number of jobs available. So far, not so controversial; well, not quite.
Secrecy
Campaign groups such as Global Justice Now repeatedly refer to TTIP as a “secret deal”, while Wikileaks is demanding its details be released. Indeed, negotiations are closely guarded as there is much at stake - food regulations, environmental protections, industry support, patent law all form part of the proposed deal. Many businesses and investors would like to know the commercially sensitive details of TTIP before anyone else does.
However, the protests over secrecy often stray into the conspiratorial. Businesses, politicians and the general public should, of course, be kept informed and they are being so. But TTIP is not yet agreed, so exactly what details do they want? It is simply not practical nor possible to release all details in real time. Also, the idea that TTIP is a “secret deal” is simply not true. There are many reputable sources explaining what TTIP is all about such as the European Commission’s website and also, I hope, articles such as this.
Investor State Dispute Settlement
One of the other big issues is a process called Investor State Dispute Settlement (ISDS). This is a legal mechanism where corporate lawyers representing a company can take a government to court if it feels its access to a free market has been harmed by a government decision. Trade deals such as TTIP make such actions more likely as they provide a legal framework within which such claims can be made. As the Conservative MEP Ashley Fox argues: “Their purpose is to protect investors from discriminatory treatment from governments. An example would be if a company won a seven-year contract for a rail franchise, invested money in new rolling stock and then after only two years the government cancelled the franchise. This could potentially be a breach of contract and lead to a hearing before an International Court of Arbitration, such as the one in London.”
But academics such as Thomas McDongagh of environmental NGO The Democracy Center says Europeans have much to be concerned about when it come to ISDS. “Europeans don’t have to go far to see this system at work. In Germany, the government changed its policy on nuclear energy following the Fukushima disaster, cancelling some planned nuclear plants. They are now being sued by energy corporation Vattenfall for more than €1bn in an ISDS case,” he says.
TTIP will increase choice, boost competition, which pushes down prices for consumers, and stimulate trade, which increases the number of jobs available.
McDonagh also says there’s been a big rise in ISDS cases in recent years, which greatly inhibits the ability of governments to act on social and environmental issues. “ISDS proponents will say that it’s the norm and that it has been included in trade and investment deals for decades – but use of the ISDS system in cases against governments has only really taken off in recent years. Only 50 cases were launched in the first three decades of ISDS agreements, while 2012 and 2013 have set all-time records for the numbers of new ISDS cases annually - 57 and 58 respectively,” he says.
ISDS can indeed be highly controversial, particularly when it involves highly emotive areas such as nuclear energy and tobacco. But no government starts with a blank slate and cannot enact a “day zero” approach. It has to honour the commitments made by the previous government, it is not above the law. But nonetheless there has been such outcry about ISDS that the European Parliament has voted in favour of it being overhauled before TTIP is agreed.
Also, for British readers, one little fact: ISDS is a feature of many UK trade deals and has been used to take action against the government on many occasions. To date, the UK government has won every single case.
Big business
Some organisations argue that TTIP is being made only in the interests of big businesses and won’t benefit smaller firms. However, while none of us should think that large corporations are essentially self-interested - they definitely are, particularly if they are publicly owned - it does not tally that small businesses will not benefit.
Firstly, many small businesses do trade with the US and would benefit from an even playing field. Secondly, businesses that export often grow into much larger companies as a result; it is often seen as key to growth. Thirdly, smaller companies are often suppliers to and partners of larger businesses, so even if US trade were to mostly help big companies there would be a knock-on effect on the supply chain.
Free trade
Despite dramatically improved living standards and life expectancy across the western world in the post-war era, there are some who are still convinced that free trade and capitalism are making the world poorer. In part, this is due to a misreading of history that suggests the improvement of UK living standards since 1945 has been as a direct result of the creation of the welfare state.
Despite dramatically improved living standards and life expectancy across the western world in the post-war era, some are still convinced that free trade and capitalism are making the world poorer.
For those holding on to this view I’d suggest the work of Professor Carlotta Perez. Perez’s view does not discount welfare entirely; however, it places rather more emphasis on the technological innovations of the early 20th century that led to enormous job creation, the eradication of many awful diseases and an overall improvement in living standards that elevated many working class people out of poverty.
For those determined to hold on to the view that the Attlee government was the greatest of all time, I’d pose a question. How come living standards improved across the whole Western world, including the US, which had many different welfare systems?
Food
If there is one big block to TTIP being signed it is surely food standards and protections. Americans produce their food in a way that both environmentalists and a good section of the general public are unhappy about. US food producers wash chicken carcasses with chlorinated water, plant genetically modified (GM) crops, use hormones to beef up their cows, have a very different approach to pesticides. Ostensibly, the industry focuses on production at all costs.
In Europe, chemical washing of meat is banned, as are growth hormones; many US pesticides are also banned and GM is hardly used. Campaigners say TTIP will lower food production standards to US levels and therefore should be stopped. For instance, chlorine consumption is linked to health problems such as cancer, birth defects and asthma and therefore chicken washed in chlorinated water is dangerous.
But before we shriek with horror at the thought of a US chicken burger invading this land we should understand one of the key differences between EU and US food standards. In Europe we work on the “precautionary principle”, where food production techniques have to be proven safe before they are permitted. In the US the onus is the other way around; you have to prove they are dangerous before they are banned.
The European Food Safety Authority has looked into the effect of chemical washing and has so far found no evidence that it is dangerous to human health. However, it is still unlikely that the EU is about to permit chemically washed chicken or hormone-treated beef as a result of TTIP.
“EU officials have said these are red line issues and they have said it so many times that it will be quite hard for them to be able to backtrack,” says Max Green, meat and livestock reporter at Agra Europe, which analyses developments in the food and agricultural industries.
Green also says that there a number of US food practices that are banned not only in Europe, but in other major markets such as China and Russia. For instance, the use of ractopamine in pork production is common in the US but banned in China, as well as the EU. He suggests it might have to be the US food industry that changes its ways. “In terms of numbers of pigs the ban affects the majority, as China produces half of all pigs in the world,” he says.
Conclusions
TTIP will be a horse trade, as all big deals are. But it’s a horse trade between the US and 28 countries under an EU flag. The interests of the various lobbies and different countries will all be added to the pot. Following this, there will be a lot of voting as it will have to be ratified by legislators on both sides of the Atlantic - a process that will take years.
I do think we should keep a close eye on issues such as ISDS and food standards. It is by no means alarmist to suggest that corporations will trample over the democratic will and public safety in pursuit of profits. But I also recommend those involved in such debates arm themselves with facts, not hyperbole.
On this side of the pond, before TTIP becomes law it will have to be approved by both the European Parliament and the EU Council. At this point, we should all perhaps feel nervousness. Do you know the name of your MEP? Or what they think about TTIP? Or how you might be able to influence their decisions? TTIP is not the problem in itself - it’s the lack of connection Europeans have with their elected representatives. On this point, I agree with George Monbiot that there is a powder keg under our democracy. But I wonder whether it is TTIP or the EU itself?
Are bankers amoral?
Joris Luyendijk asks if this the reason the world today works the way it does
Joris Luyendijk
Bankers are the root of all evil, greedy creeps gambling away our pensions and planet. That was more or less what I was thinking before I started interviewing them for the Guardian. My question: how can these people live with themselves?
I spoke to more than 200 City bankers and banking staff, posting their interviews on a blog. What I found had almost nothing to do with the crude stereotypes of psychopaths chanting “greed is good”. Indeed, those cliches seem part of the problem as they obscure from view how deep the problem with finance goes, with today’s corporate world view at large.
Yes, bankers would say, our sector has its share of immorality and deliberate lawbreaking, of course it does. However, if you want to understand our mentality and why change is extremely likely to come from within, you need to look at the dominant ideology in the sector as a whole. It is called “amorality”, ie the idea that corporations such as banks have no ethical responsibility beyond what the law dictates.
So if it is perfectly legal to sell a council a complex financial instrument that they don’t understand - within the law - or if you can fund the destruction of a forest for a big profit, or make money by funding CO2-heavy industry - again without breaking any rules - then what is to stop you? If you don’t act on that opportunity, a competitor will: either your internal competitor in your own firm, or your external competitor across the road.
Meanwhile, banks constantly review everyone’s performance, leading to a periodic “cull” of the weakest ones. Yes, that is the term people use: “cull”. Investors in banks’ shares do the same, ruthlessly selling shares of those banks with the worst performance. The pension fund you and I have been paying into all our lives is very likely to be among them because they, too, operate on an amoral basis, trying to realise as high a return as possible without breaking the rules.
Amorality is the idea that corporations such as banks have no ethical responsibility beyond what the law dictates.
This is the logic of high finance, interviewees argued, and this is why bankers can live with themselves. Most of them do not break the law, they simply act on the possibilities and temptations the law offers them. Why did so few bankers go to jail following the crash of 2008? Because almost everything they did was perfectly legal.
Of course, interviewees would sometimes concede, laws are human constructs that rarely reflect the interests of those without a voice, for instance future generations. Almost every law has holes and if you can pay for expensive lawyers, they will find them for you. Indeed, why not hire the very people who wrote the law? Laws differ from country to country, allowing banks to play off one country or block of countries against the others: “regulatory arbitrage”, in the amoral vocabulary of high finance. And the law is always playing catch up with new technologies - complex financial products, for example. Then there’s all the lobbying.
All of this is true, but it is also very far removed from the daily working environment of a high-flying banker or manager at a publicly listed corporation. For them it is all about surviving and getting ahead in the present incentive structure, and that means doing everything you can to hit your targets. If people want different laws, bankers would sometimes say with a shrug, then they should elect different politicians. “It’s a free country.”
You do not let emotions get in the way of work, let alone moral beliefs – those are for home.
My blog ran for two years. In that time, many emails came in from readers working elsewhere in the global corporate world: a multinational software corporation, a globally active consumer food producer, or indeed an oil company. All of them wrote in to say that what bankers described in their testimonies was not at all different from what they experienced in their workplace - a hyper-competitive environment where anything that brings in profits and falls within the law is fair game. Moral considerations are seen as private and hence the biggest compliment you can give someone is to call her “professional”. It means you do not let emotions get in the way of work, let alone moral beliefs – those are for home.
None of this is to argue that there is no law-breaking and outright criminality in high finance today. There is, on a shocking scale, and it is hard to see how this will ever change until the people at the very top are forced to take full responsibility for them.
But to think that all we need to do is weed out the baddies is dangerously naive. The dysfunction of finance, and more broadly the corporate world, is of a systemic nature and requires an overhaul of the system as a whole, its incentives and the mentality governing people’s behaviour.
This is the most terrifying discovery of all; in the current corporate world order you do not even need to be a monster to produce monstrous outcomes.
Watching al-Bashir walk
The world reeled when genocidaire and Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir slipped through the International Criminal Court’s fingertips during his recent visit to South Africa. For a group of refugees from Darfur now living in South Africa, the injustice was almost unfathomable. This article is the captured intimacy of shared grief by three of his many victims, with the stories they want the world to hear
Kim Harrisberg
Sitting around a small glass table in a quiet Cape Tonian suburb, a group of friends are breaking Ramadan together. Their hands move back and forth freely, taking pieces of chicken, rice and salad, interspersed with swigs of homemade orange juice. They are talking loudly, emphatically and passionately in both English and Fur, the language of the Darfur community. All of them are refugees that have fled the conflict in their country to further their academic qualifications in South Africa. All of them want to eventually return home.
Only days before, the man responsible for causing years of genocide in their country had almost been held accountable for the first time. President Omar al-Bashir had arrived for the African Union Summit in Johannesburg and the High Court had issued an interim order to prevent him from leaving. Talk of his arrest flushed through the media like a rash. Justice was to be served for the 400,000murdered, and the 2,500,000 displaced in al-Bashir’s racist regime against the black Sudanese communities.
As a member of the International Criminal Court, South Africa is bound to the Rome Statute law that had issued warrants for al-Bashir’s arrest in 2009 and 2010. It is also held accountable by domestic law, with parliament passing the Implementation of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court Act 27 in 2002. But, just as the rumours had begun to anchor their roots, they were swept up again by word of al-Bashir’s arrival in Khartoum, despite the South African High Court issuing an order to prevent his departure.
With the sun setting over Cape Town, these friends and survivors begin to share their intimate, untold stories of how al-Bashir’s vanishing act has impacted both them and their overall perception of justice.
Memories and disappointments
“My earliest memory of the name ‘al-Bashir’ is of him attacking Shuba village near Kabkabiya city. They demolished everything and later burnt all the kids in a room,” shares Aziz*, a 33-year-old PhD student from Kabkabiya city in the North Darfur region. “One significant incident for me was when they were attacking the village, they found a woman giving birth, and normally women use a hot water during labour to quickly recover from their pain. When they saw that boiled water, they carried the newborn and threw him into that boiled water.”
No one is above the law
As the stories are shared, Al Jazeera plays on the television in the background. “They rarely show news on Sudan,” complains Sanousy, a 31-year-old Development Studies student and activist. His eyes dart away from the screen as he continues where Aziz left off.
“I was very excited when I heard that the ICC wanted to arrest Bashir in South Africa and I was preparing to go back home. My family called me and they said they are preparing their drums and songs for celebration, that finally the justice has been served for the criminal of war and genocide. But unfortunately it did not happen. So then I was very disappointed and completely destroyed when I knew that he left the country and returned safely to Khartoum. I was deeply disappointed by the South African government.”
Tears and torture
As cardamom tea is served by Aziz’s wife Shamsa, a Masters student and the only female in the group, the discussion rolls on. “The moment I heard the news I felt something I have never felt before, even much stronger than the time I was tortured with hot water,” says Aziz, briefly referring to the abuse he encountered by Janjaweed militia in response to his outspoken activism in Darfur. “My tears came and went, and my thoughts went to the feelings of the child whose father and brother were killed, whose mother and sister were raped…South Africa should have handled this much better and set a good example for Africa. No one is above the law.”
For me, justice means having our human rights in Darfur
Implicit in their sharing of the atrocities they have witnessed is the hope that if more people understood the extent of these abuses, al-Bashir would not have slipped across the South African border so easily. For Sanousy, the days and dates of his injustices are embellished in his mind. “On October 26, 2004, our village was burned by Janjaweed militia and government forces, 3 of my cousins have been killed, together with my aunt and grandmother. During my work as a teacher and an activist in Kalma Camp, I was detained for 6 months and 13 days.” Sanousy’s family are still living in this camp, unable to return to their village. They are among the 6.9 million in need of humanitarian aid in Sudan, according to UN figures.
Shamsa had volunteered as a teacher in these very camps, recalling memories of orphaned children who stood very little chance in the poorly functioning school systems. “For me, justice means having our human rights in Darfur. I want to be happy and safe,” she said simply. When asked about punishments, arrests and reparations, Shamsa insisted that this would not be necessary if everyone was treated as equals.
South African reaction
Some South Africans, too, were reeling after the al-Bashir saga. The Institute for Justice and Reconciliation (IJR) held a forum titled: ‘After al-Bashir? South Africa, International Justice and the ICC’, where panelists dissected this blemish on South Africa’s international reputation.
This is about Bashir
“This is not about Bashir,” urged Professor Dire Tladi, Special Advisor to the South African Minister of International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO). “This is about a system we have created. Things are not as simple as they appear to be. The integrity of a system cannot be undermined, even if it is for the ’Hitler of Africa.”
This concept was challenged by the other panelists: Professor Jeremy Sarkin, a Professor of Law, and Kelly-Jo Bluen, the Project Leader at the IJR. “This* is* about Bashir,” insisted Sarkin, speaking about the specific plans drafted by Bashir to annihilate the black communities in Sudan. Not arresting al-Bashir, insisted Sarkin, was a serious blow to international justice.
“This is not a perfect system,” agreed Bluen, “ but we need to fix these imperfections.” In an article written a few weeks earlier, Bluen had written,”If South Africa can teach us anything, it is that the lack of accountability for gross crimes is a grave injustice to their victims and profoundly damaging to societies that emerge in their aftermath.” This is a sentiment with which Aziz, Shamsa and Sanoucy strongly agree.
Universal justice
“South Africa and the rest of the world should pay substantial attention to Sudan, Blue Nile, and South Kardofan in order to play their role in resolving this human crisis. Otherwise they will feel ashamed and the history won’t forget,” warns Aziz. All agree that the Sudanese government have been pushing out media and humanitarian organisations in the attempt to “finish what they started in 2003”.
The dignity and freedom that you are enjoying today in South Africa is the same thing the victims of Sudan are dreaming of too
The final plates are put away and everyone bids their farewells outside. The same moon shining over the refugee camps where their families live each day casts a white light over the Atlantic Ocean below them.
Sanousy has one more thing to say. “What I would like South African to know about Sudan is that the apartheid era that you have gone through is the same and even worse than what we are experiencing today. The oppression, injustice, occupation, killing, racism, raping, burning of villages, inequality and other inhuman practices are the things that we are living with. Therefore, please, the dignity and freedom that you are enjoying today in South Africa is the same thing the victims of Sudan are dreaming of too.”
With a cross-continental commitment to human rights, this does not have to remain a dream for Sanousy, and others like him. There has been talk of al-Bashir’s possible attendance of the UN Sustainable Development Goals Summit in New York in September, and there is one thing the victims are undeniably owed by the world: to not have South Africa’s mistakes repeated.
*Victims have asked for only their first names to be used to protect their identities.
To solve climate change, we must first solve social inequality
Lauren Razavi
Britain is a nation defined by vast social and economic inequality. Official figures from local authorities across England, Wales and Scotland have revealed that 162,960 households applied for homelessness assistance in 2013-14 – yet just 52% of them were defined as “in priority need” and therefore deemed eligible for council assistance. While UK unemployment is at a seven-year low of 5.5%, the national statistics fail to address the temporary, casual and zero-hours nature of the jobs that many British people are having to take. The average monthly rent price in the UK is now £916 (£1,436 in Greater London), while the average income for 90% of the population is £12,969 a year. Despite being the fourth richest country globally, Britain stands as one of the most unequal countries in the developed world. The state of our society today is a disgrace.
As British citizens suffer this crisis of social justice, all humans face another significant challenge that must be addressed: climate change. Years of national and international talks have resulted in almost no progress on environmental and climate-related issues. Where Britain should be leading the way towards a fair and sustainable future for all, instead our politicians are wavering – or worse, denying the very existence of a climate crisis, and legislating to increase the plight of their most vulnerable constituents.
It might seem that in the face of this unthinkable inequality where most individuals and families are worried about how to meet the basic costs of living such as housing, heating and food, the British people don’t have the time or inclination to care about climate and environmental issues. The Green Party has long been stamped with the mark of representing worries that are a luxury of the middle class – their members are the lucky ones with the time to spend campaigning and protesting.
This is the depiction of reality promoted by the right-wing press in the UK, but there’s actually little truth to it. There’s a greater awareness than ever before about the threat of climate change and, increasingly, the public are supportive of action and progress when it comes to protecting our environment and living more sustainably. Research published in January 2015 showed that 9 in 10 people now believe that climate change is happening, and 84% attribute this somewhat or entirely to human activity.
It’s hardly surprising that public concern about climate change is on the rise in Britain. In 2014, our country experienced the worst flooding for generations, and when the public looked at the reasons why this happened, climate change is the answer. January’s survey also showed that 63% of people believe that the 2014 floods were at least partially caused by climate change. We have tasted a reality that the citizens of developing countries are being forced to tackle regularly in order to survive.
In other aspects of everyday life, policy and regulation relating to climate change and the environment are also having an impact on issues of social justice. As income inequality has grown and wages have stagnated, energy prices have risen starkly. This has made heating their homes an unaffordable concept for many families in Britain. When people ask why this is happening and how it can be combated, the need for morally and environmentally responsible, sustainable and fair alternatives are obvious solutions. So why then, is our government not doing this?
Increasingly, the public are supportive of action and progress when it comes to protecting our environment and living more sustainably.
A climate justice report, the first of its kind, published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in February 2014, found that “lower-income and other disadvantaged groups in the UK contribute least to causing climate change but are likely to be most negatively affected by it” and that “their voices tend to go unheard in decision-making”. Meanwhile, an Oxfam report on environmental sustainability and social justice published earlier this year argues that our current economic model is “environmentally unsafe and socially unjust”. The report highlights that inequalities in UK wealth distribution are “causing deprivation across many indicators” and that “the wealthy nations of the world are the winners in our current socioeconomic model, while the poorest people, both globally and within wealthy nations, pay the price”.
These findings demonstrate the important links between climate change and social inequality. The austerity-obsessed approach to progress imposed on the British people by government leaves the most vulnerable – and indeed many others in our society – disempowered to contribute to discussions and decisions about how their lives could be improved. And this situation leaves British people helpless to influence the powerful players who decide everything from the price we pay for the privilege of accessing energy to the commitments we make to sustainability on a national scale. Increasingly, public opinion does not translate to policy.
In her book Honourable Friends, Caroline Lucas outlines the power structures that leave such a large part of our population unrepresented and dissatisfied: “Collective action here in the UK depends on parliament. Unless parliament plays its part, there is every risk that we will fail to overcome the danger of climate change. Yet our political system seems singularly ill-equipped to rise to the challenge. Relentlessly focused on the short term, it fails to consider the potential impacts of policies not just five years hence, but 50 years or 150. It has no interest in, and no mechanism for, factoring intergenerational equity into decision-making.”
Issues of inequality and climate change are interconnected in today’s political landscape. The rise of the Green Party prior to May’s general election and the current popularity of Labour’s left-wing movement indicate widespread frustration with the political status quo in areas of both social justice and climate policy – two areas that both the Greens and the Corbyn camp campaign on with equal emphasis. Why is this of such interest to the left? It comes down to political empowerment – or lack thereof – which is at the centre of both issues. If we are to overcome these dual challenges, change needs to happen on a national level. For that to happen, citizens need to be empowered to influence government decision-making and the actions of big business.
Dirty fuel, dirty money
Despite their pledges to fight climate change, banks are still investing in fossil fuel extraction
Lee Williams
Imagine the scenario. You are a committed eco-warrior. You save water, turn off your lights, cycle or use public transport whenever possible; you boycott companies and products that harm the environment; you’ve even cut down drastically on meat and dairy products, all to do your bit for the planet. Then one day you discover that, against your knowledge, you are directly funding climate change. How on earth could that be, you might be forgiven for asking?
The answer is simple but potentially disconcerting: through the money in your bank account.
This is because, despite claims to be environmentally responsible, most high street banks invest their customers’ money in fossil fuels. In 2012 alone, the UK’s top five high street banks invested more than £66bn in fossil-fuel extraction, according to a report by the campaign, Move Your Money. And according to BankTrack’s 2014 Banking on Coal report, major international banks invested just under €70bn in coal – the most harmful fossil fuel – in 2013, a rise of 350% in under 10 years.
These huge investments come despite the banks’ own pledges to fight climate change. HSBC, which bills itself as “one of the first banks to act decisively to impose restrictions on the financing of the most carbon-intensive projects and clients”, invested £17bn in fossil-fuel extraction in 2012 alone. And RBS, which claims to be making big moves towards reducing its investments in the most damaging fossil-fuel projects, is the third biggest investor in coal in BankTrack’s Top 20 Coal Banks list.
“On the one hand these banks promote their sustainability and green credentials,” says Fionn Travers-Smith, campaign manager at Move Your Money, “but if you actually look at their investments and holdings, they are still providing finance for the new exploration of fossil fuels as well as existing fossil fuel-providing companies and projects.”
The funding of new fossil-fuel exploration is particularly important – and damaging – according to Travers-Smith, because in order to stay below the 2°C limit of safe global warming, we can burn only a fifth of our known fossil-fuel reserves, without looking for new ones. Banks play a crucial role in financing these new exploration projects, according to Travers-Smith. “You need to finance the project before you can take the fossil fuels out of the ground and make a profit,” he says. “This is where banks come in – they provide equity bonds and loans for these companies. Banks funding these companies in advance is essentially what allows them to operate.”
So much for the commercial banks. Perhaps you would expect publicly owned banks to be doing somewhat better? Not so, according to Bankwatch, a charity that monitors the actions of international financial institutions in Europe. Bankwatch has analysed the lending portfolio of the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), two of the EU’s publicly owned banks, and found that both make considerable investments in fossil fuels. According to the analysis, from 2006 to 2011, 48% (€6.3bn) of the EBRD’s energy lending went on fossil fuels. And the EIB lent 30% (€20bn) of its energy investments on fossil fuels over a similar period. This comes despite EU commitments to cut greenhouse gas emissions 20% by 2020 and 80-95% by 2050.
Banks promote their sustainability and green credentials, but if you look at their investments and holdings, they are still providing finance for the new exploration of fossil fuels.
Much of the problem comes from the fossil-fuel industry’s powerful lobbying influence, according to Petr Hlobil, campaigns director of Bankwatch. Hlobil sees the fate of Europe’s energy sector as a struggle between renewables and powerful industry voices. “On some fronts, renewables are making good progress; on some other fronts the industry is winning,” says Hlobil. “One of the things the industry’s using at the moment is the energy security argument – that we need to get gas elsewhere, not just Russia.” Thus a huge amount of funding is going on gas infrastructure projects, according to Hlobil, while the EU seeks relationships with new gas-supplying states such as Azerbaijan – a misguided move, according to Hlobil, that will swap one corrupt dictatorship for another.
Perhaps the EU banks can comfort themselves with the knowledge that even the World Bank continues to increase its fossil-fuel investments, despite preaching the opposite. A report in April by Oil Change International found that the World Bank had increased its funding of fossil fuels in the 2013-14 financial year with investments of $3.4bn - 13% up on the previous year and the highest recorded in four years. This report came just days after World Bank president Jim Yong Kim had declared: “We need to get rid of fossil-fuel subsidies now.”
“Ironically, the Bank has been encouraging countries to reduce their own fossil-fuel consumption subsidies but then does not see its support of oil, gas and coal through its own financing as a subsidy,” says Elizabeth Bast, managing director of Oil Change International. The World Bank has also continued to finance exploration projects for new fossil-fuel reserves, according to Bast: “Despite the pledge to end finance for coal-power plants except in extreme circumstances, World Bank Group financing still went to coal, largely due to loopholes in financing practices.”
With the banking and fossil fuel industries so closely interlinked at every level, change might seem like a distant and flimsy prospect. But there are things we can do, according to Hlobil, such as putting pressure on MEPs to change the EU’s energy investment strategy. Public pressure can even work on the World Bank, according to Elizabeth Bast, who points out that campaigning from concerned citizens has forced it to finance more clean-energy alternatives over the last 10 years.
But it is in the field of commercial banking that ordinary citizens can have the biggest effect simply by changing banks, according to Travers-Smith. Move Your Money has provided a list of financial institutions that offer fossil fuel-free accounts and a set of steps that everyone can follow. “We recommend that you put your bank on notice,” says Travers-Smith. “Move your money if it refuses to satisfy your demands for a fossil fuel-free account and move to a financial organisation that does offer a fossil fuel-free account. And finally make a big noise about it on social media, by writing to your bank and by encouraging others to follow your example.”
Move Your Money’s campaign has seen more than 2,000 people put their bank “on notice” so far. However, none of the major UK banks have made any move to divest their finances from fossil fuels, instead choosing to issue statements reasserting their green credentials. Cold comfort, perhaps, but even in this tiny response, Travers-Smith sees some hope for the future. “It’s interesting that they responded because it shows it’s something they see as a business risk,” he says. “It makes it even more important for people who take this issue seriously to consider moving their money because it’s clearly something the banks are paying attention to.”
Volunteering won't change the world. Do this instead
What you need to know if you really want to volunteer
Leigh Shulman
“Yes, I want to do this. Without a doubt,” she nodded her blonde head emphatically. “I’m ready to make a commitment,” she promised me.
Thea wanted to volunteer with Cloudhead ART, the art and education NGO I founded and run in northwest Argentina. She spoke some Spanish, had a few years teaching experience in the United States and had time to travel with no other obligations. It seemed a perfect fit. She was eager to get out into the world and help people.
Thea’s commitment, however, fell apart soon after she knocked at our door. She arrived without a place to stay and the hard realization that her basic Spanish would require some steep learning curve before she’d be ready to teach. She freaked. “Sorry, I can’t teach this class,” she told me less than a day later, mumbling some lame excuse about no apartments available for rent, and before I had a chance to react, she grabbed her backpack and left without saying goodbye.
I was livid. What a waste of my time, energy and resources. Not to mention, Thea’s rapid departure left a month long photography course without a teacher. I ended up leading it, which derailed a month of my own work.
Thea’s initial promise echoes the sentiment of many volunteers I’ve interviewed for Cloudhead. “I’m ready to make a commitment,” they say. Except, they’re not. Too many simply aren’t aware of the challenges they’ll face while volunteering and are not realistic in what they can gain from the volunteer experience.
It boils down to unrealistic expectations
“People tend to assume a lot of things,” says Elvis K. Tamkloe, Africa Regional Coordinator for the Do Good As You Go Foundation, says of those he interviews to volunteer. “They assume they’ll be doing a particular job. Or they think there will be a place for them to stay. Or they’ll have internet access, a hot shower or time to go to the beach.” Therein lies the path to disappointment for both volunteer and the host organization.
It can be extremely jarring to be thrown into an environment where you don’t know the language and face poverty, and lack of education. Back home, volunteers don’t know people without electricity or running wanter. They rarely meet people who don’t have enough food, and they assume that that adults will know how to read and write. It takes a serious adjustment, even for those who are aware of the differences prior to arrival.
In my experience, most volunteers are not prepared. They turn to me for advice, support and wanted their questions answered and needs met immediately. I find myself spending more time tending to the needs of volunteers than addressing the actual work of our organization. Our partner organizations, too, echo this concern, and without the resources to properly vet volunteers, we decided to cut them out of our programs.
“When you’re outside your element,” says Katie Clancy, Director of Global Partnerships and Program Development for Do Good As You Go, “there are a different set of expectations. It’s not like going to the Red Cross and filing or doing social media for a few hours each week or supporting the blood drives.”
Another form of voluntourism
Clancy classifies volunteering while on a trip as voluntourism. “Volunteering when you’re out there in the world, I’d call that voluntourism. You are a tourist. You are going to another place. You are primarily on a vacation and volunteering is integrated into travel, but it’s not the focus of the travel.”
Volunteering as you travel carries with it the expectation of a positive travel experience. According to Travelanthropists 2008 voluntourism report, volunteers seek camaraderie, cultural immersion, and educational opportunities. They also want to “give back.”
Voluntourism has developed a very bad reputation and with good reason. It’s the Cambodian orphanage that keeps their children in deeper poverty so they’ll garner greater donations from Western travelers. It’s the scam charity program Barbara Weibel of Hole in the Donut investigates in Nepal. It’s finding out, as did Shannon O’Donnel, author of The Volunteer Traveler’s Handbook, that the organization you paid failed to pass your money to the monastery for which it was intended.
Even when no money changes hands, it is still problematic in nature. On Africa on the Blog, Ossob Mohamud criticizes the nature of bringing travelers to give back to a less developed community.
“Voluntourism almost always involves a group of idealistic and privileged travelers who have vastly different socio-economic statuses vis–à–vis those they serve. They often enter these communities with little or no understanding of the locals’ history, culture, and ways of life. All that is understood is the poverty and the presumed neediness of the community….”
Standing face to face with your own privilege
In light of Mohamud’s words, what happened with Thea was predictable. According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics on international volunteering, Thea falls neatly into a group of people most likely to volunteer. College educated, white women between the ages of 24-35. This group is more likely to be employed and thus have the money for travel or to take a gap year.This demographic inhabits great social privilege. While there is nothing inherently wrong with privilege, failing to recognize that it exists and address it appropriately creates a disconnect between the volunteer and the community where she hopes to work. Often, when faced with the reality of their privilege, many people feel threatened, and instead of responding with understanding, they become defensive.
That perhaps explains Thea’s, and other volunteers, horribly selfish and entitled behavior.
There’s bound to be a clash between “us” and “them”
It’s crucial to be aware of the structures that create privilege when volunteering. Race, class, education, all potentially serve to create a hierarchy between volunteer and the community in which they serve. It often leads to an othering of the community. They are poor. They aren’t educated. They don’t wear shoes. One is named needy; the other bestows good. This hierarchy strips the receiver of power and leaves them at the mercy of a finite giving resource.
Binyavanga Wainaina’s Granta piece How to Write About Africa illustrates how the power dynamic manifests in our language and ultimately in how we perceive and treat those with whom we volunteer.
“Taboo subjects: ordinary domestic scenes, love between Africans (unless a death is involved), references to African writers or intellectuals, mention of school-going children who are not suffering from yaws or Ebola fever or female genital mutilation.”
There’s an “othering,” a ranking order of volunteer over those in need. They are poor. We provide resources. They aren’t educated. We retain knowledge. This kind of thinking, however inadvertant, strips the receiver of power and of agency, leaving them at the mercy of a finite giving resource.
Volunteers often hold the mistaken perception that their desire to do good makes them good people. If you’re not taking the people you’re helping into account, when you don’t empathize or see them as wholly human, then volunteering becomes selfish and a drain on community and resources.
The real work that needs to be done, doesn’t happen on the ground
Pippa Biddle’s 2014 viral post The Problem with Little White Girls and Boys outlines exactly why bringing in white, wealthy volunteers can be so problematic. “Sadly, taking part in international aid where you aren’t particularly helpful is not benign. It’s detrimental. It slows down positive growth and perpetuates the “white savior” complex that, for hundreds of years, has haunted both the countries we are trying to ‘save’ and our (more recently) own psyches.”
The real work for volunteers will be to see beyond their own expectations and preconceived notions.
“People walk into international volunteering with the feeling they’re going to be helpful, and then they go into this environment and feel useless because they don’t have the skill set they need. It’s not like anything else they’ve ever done,” says Clancy.
Unless you have a very specific set of needed skills, you are not qualified to do very much. You will need training and help integrating into the culture where you volunteer. It’s been my experience that only about one percent of volunteers have those specialized skills, and of the other 99%, very few actually want to do they work they’re given.
I’ve cleaned foul smelling animal pens, dragged bags of rotting vegetable peels to compost pits, been bitten by mosquitos in the jungle and sandflies on the beach. I’ve been in dry deserts that cracked my lips and gone for days without sleep, because who can sleep in a small stinky room in an uncomfortable bed while flies drone around your head?
Those who teach and mentor students face different challenges. There may be a language barrier, and you’ll feel like an idiot. Sometimes, your class is cancelled last minute, because that is just what happens. Maybe there’s no electricity or your students can’t concentrate because they haven’t eaten. There are no guarantees.
“If you’re doing it right,” continues Clancy, “you’ll probably feel fairly disillusioned and impotent. The world is so big, and there are so many realities and people dealing with struggles. You’ll have no idea how to square off with them or how to fix them.”
You have to manage your own expectations of what a volunteering within a community means and decide how you’ll manage yourself in that space. If you cannot integrate with the community or see them as people, you will find the work very frustrating indeed. You, too, might just grab your bag and run.
So what if volunteering isn’t for you? it’s not for everyone.
These are all the reasons I tell people to think very carefully before volunteering internationally. Don’t let the common misperception that volunteering is always giving, selfless and altruistic lead you to make a choice that’s not right for you.
Jessica Ainlay, international traveler, entrepreneur and former Globetrotter Girls blogger laments her lack of desire to volunteer. “I know that I should want to give back and volunteer, and yet I just can’t make myself add it to my To-Do list. This bothers me down to my very core, but I am pretty sure it won’t change.”
If you’d rather travel, just travel. It is not a selfish choice. There is absolutely no reason anyone should feel compelled to volunteer. Far better to be honest about your needs and abilities than to force yourself to volunteer. You’ll save yourself and the organization a lot of angst and aggravation.
The best way to know if you should even consider volunteer work is do an accounting
First, list all the useful skills and benefits you can offer an organization.
Second, list the resources you need in order to support your volunteer experience. Will you be able to support yourself or will you need help from the organization. How much help will you need?
If the latter outweights the former, don’t volunteer.
If you find your skills would benefit an organization, ask yourself if you’re willing to commit the time, energy and attention needed.
If the answer is no, don’t volunteer.
What can you do instead?
Donate money.
Of course, it’s important to research carefully any NGO or non-profit you choose to support. Learn exactly what work they do and where the money you donate will go. Often, smaller local organizations and even smaller social enterprises that don’t have national or international reach will benefit most from a small donation.
Offer special skills that you can do from home
Design a website or logo. Set up a donor database. At Cloudhead Art, volunteers have given free consultations in marketing or professional services such as accounting or small business management. For small non-profits and NGOs that don’t have resources to pay for these things, they are invaluable.
Spread the word. Tweet, Facebook and share by word of mouth the good work these organizations do and let others know how they can help, too.
Start local before you go international
Reverend Audette Fulbright Fulson, the only full time employee at the UU Church of Cheyenne describes how her church runs by the grace of her volunteers:
“Our board and everything else we do — teachers, people who feed the hungry, people who prepare our building so we can host families who are homeless, our Board, our leadership, the people who help us have fellowship, who assist in leading worship with me when I am in the pulpit or who lead worship when I am not in the pulpit, the people who take care of our community garden and repair our roof, mow our grass, care for our plumbing — every single thing. These are ALL done by volunteers. We would cease existing in less than 24 hours if we did not have volunteers.”
Katie Clancy highly recommends beginning with local volunteering. “If someone wants to volunteer in an international capacity, volunteering on a local level is a great precursor. It gives you the opportunity to learn the definition of volunteering.”
Volunteering within your own community has a very different impact than when you travel outside your element to spend a finite amount of time working with an outside community. In helping your community, you help yourself. There is no power dynamic. You remove the hierarchy.
Volunteers who have first experienced working in their own towns and communities are far better prepared to work internationally. They know what it means to be of service to an organization. They understand through experience what it means to put the needs of the organization first.
How to have a successful overseas volunteer experience
Once again, the key to a successful volunteer experience lies in what you expect
It’s important to know what resources you’ll need and how you’ll find them. You want to know the work you’ll be doing and with whom you’ll be working. Plus, it’s important for a volunteer to be very clear that their expectations may stem from their privilege and they may need to temper their expectations and be ready to be open to a very different sort of experience. You must be ready to put your expectations second to the needs of the community and organization.
I asked Katie Clancy what qualities make the best volunteers. “One. Someone with a high sense of responsibility and commitment. Number two. Adaptability and flexibility. It’s difficult, because you have to be strong and committed to the needs of the organizations. You have to own up to exactly what you say you’ll do, but then at the same time, not hold the organization to the same expectation.”
While Biddle and Muhamad believe outsiders don’t help and actively harm the communities where they volunteer, Ida Horner, founder of Let Them Help Themselves, an organization that lends economic and educational support to communities in rural Africa, offers a more nuanced opinion based on her experiences working in Uganda.
She says the following in response to Mumahad’s opinions on voluntourism:
“The experiences you write about, on the whole boil down to the host organisation and how well they prepare the visitors and plan the activities that the visitors will engage in. Get it wrong and there is disappointment either side.
Done correctly voluntourism has scope to impact development. This is because the money goes directly into local economies. In our example, the visitors travel by local buses to make the 6 hour journey from the capital to the project. Once there, most of their holiday money is spent within the village or nearby towns. They consume local products and shop locally.”
She then points to one particular volunteer, Alan, who helped one community identify why their well no longer produced water. A previous engineer had not been able to fix the well. Alan realized the source of the water had moved. Then he, in conjunction with community members, built a new well.
It’s not easy learning another culture or integrating into a group of people who are completely different than you are. You will feel out of your element. You may be singled, sometimes negatively, as different. You’re not be accustomed to working with people who live below the poverty level or have religious or family customs that contradict yours. You will be faced with groups of people who live in circumstances you’ve never seen or imagined, and you will be utterly powerless to change the situation. The only way you can do something to alleviate the poverty or help is to enlist the help and ask for advice from those who live in the community.
If you show them respect and show deference to their knowledge of their own community, you will learn. “You don’t go because you have something to give, you go because there’s going to be an exchange. You go to share these skills, but at the same time you’re sharing what you know. it’s also about learning what the community knows. It’s not that one is the giver and the receiver.”
Alan is a perfect example of that kind of integration in action.
Keeping volunteering in the balance
Clancy continues to describe volunteering as a trade, but the exchange needs to be equitable.The volunteer is responsible for making sure that happens. A volunteer can say I want to make sure I’m leaving something behind of worth. If not, I want to at least make sure I’m not taxing the organization.”
When you go home, you continue your good work, too
An early Cloudhead Art volunteer, Nathan, meets those criteria. He’s lived internationally, including Chile, and speaks a solid level of Spanish. Nathan joined Cloudhead to teach a day long photography journalism workshop at an at risk neighborhood in Salta, Argentina. The students in his workshop took him on a tour of the neighborhood and described for him what it’s like to live there while he taught them how to tell that same story in a photograph.
Nathan then went home and wrote about Cloudhead and the students he met. He shared the photographs he took when he visited us. Finally, he left our students with the knowledge that it’s possible to live, travel and work as a photographer. He broadened their view of the world.
After Nathan returned to the United States, he wrote about his experiences with us. He spread the word, those who read his writing donated cameras to Cloudhead. He even returned to our class one day via Skype to see the final photography projects produced by our students.
Turning privilege to advantage
I spoke earlier of privilege and how it can damage the relationship between volunteer and community. When kept in check, privilege can be used constructively. Nathan and Alan demonstrate that perfectly.
Clancy describes the importance of recognizing your privilege and then living with it.
“A volunteer should be ready to feel a lot of conflicting emotions. Participating doesn’t mean you’ll walk out feeling that smiley happy kid photo. If you’re doing it right, you’ll probably feel fairly disillusioned and impotent. The world is so big and there are so many realities and people dealing with struggles and I have no idea how to square of with them or how someone would fix them.”
When you go home after your time volunteering and share your experiences, when you encourage others to donate money or when you allow your life experience to open, you use your privilege to benefit others.
“That’s the social impact that could generate positive ripple effect,” says Clancy, “because if people coming from suburban neighborhoods can see that there are other ways of living and it’s not just poor people living with so little. but they’re also incredibly incapable and the ingenuity it takes to live that way and learn from it and get rid of the sense of superiority.”
So yes, in spite of what I say in the title of this article, volunteering can change the world. Not because the world itself changes, but because through working with others as equals, you begin to see the world differently. So the world isn’t suddenly changed because of your actions, but you have changed. That is what makes all the difference.
Coming to consensus
A radical idea’s unpredictable journey around the globe
Liam Barrington-Bush
“It was an extraordinarily bad camping location,” DIY technologist Richard Bartlett says of Wellington’s Civic Square. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the slab of grass embedded in a concrete frame overtop of a car park in the centre of New Zealand’s capital city was not designed with camping in mind. Yet in October 2011, as the Occupy movement swept the globe, this questionable attempt at public space was repurposed and became home to the Occupy Wellington encampment for the next four months.
Among the 1,000-plus Occupy camps that scattered themselves like seeds around the globe in late 2011, Wellington’s was far from being the largest or longest-lasting. Yet it was the 40 or 50 tents in Civic Square that enabled a major development in one of the cornerstones of the Occupy experience around the world: the digitisation of consensus decision-making.
What is consensus?
Consensus is a collective decision-making process that aims to avoid the pitfalls associated with both executive decree and majority rules voting. Seeds for Change, a UK collective that offers training in consensus process, describes it as “a creative and dynamic way of reaching agreement between all members of a group. Consensus is neither compromise nor unanimity – it aims to go further by weaving together everyone’s best ideas and key concerns – a process that often results in surprising and creative solutions.” A Consensus Handbook, pg 6]
Anthropologist David Graeber grounds this process in a much bigger picture when he argues that the consensus process – not voting – is the core of democracy: “Voting is divisive. If a community lacks means to compel its members to obey a collective decision, then probably the stupidest thing one could do is to stage a series of public contests in which one side will, necessarily, be seen to lose… Democracy, then, is not necessarily defined by majority voting; it is, rather, the process of collective deliberation on the principle of full and equal participation.” The Democracy Project, pp 184-186]
In many people’s minds though, the consensus process is the series of silly-looking hand signals regularly employed by activists to symbolise where people in a group discussion stand on a comment or issue.
While rarely featured in most mainstream discussions of democracy and collective organisation, variations on the consensus process have been found among the feminist movements of the 1960s and 1970s, Quaker religious traditions and countless Indigenous cultures across the globe, dating back millennia. However, in 2011, the explosion of the Occupy movement breathed new life into the process, introducing it to countless new practitioners.
The growth of consensus in recent years is testament to both the efficacy of the process itself and the emergence of networked communications technology. This is part of its story.
How consensus got to Wellington
Consensus process was fundamental to the Wellington Occupy camp from its onset. There remains some contention as to whether the "jazz hands" landed in Wellington via a two-minute clip produced by Occupy Oakland, or an eight-minute clip produced by Occupy Wall Street, but there was agreement that watching videos of others doing it was all that was needed to train up this new cadre of activists for effective collective decision-making.
As with so many other places, the process had a profound impact on those involved, as many experienced the ability to make group decisions without creating winners and losers, for the first time in their lives. Richard Bartlett described experiencing "radical insights" during Occupy general assemblies, in, “…these moments where you have a breakthrough that takes you to a place that no individual could have got to on their own. Once you’ve seen this three or four times, you realise that the process is actually producing that, not a charismatic leader. I had a full-on, spark-of-light-to-the-eyeballs epiphany about that process!”
Many experienced the ability to make group decisions without creating winners and losers, for the first time in their lives.
A fellow Occupier and web developer, John Lemmon, felt similarly, but had a new insight based on his elation with Civic Square consensus. “We should be able to translate this experience into software,” John said to Richard at the peak of the Wellington encampment.
From this initial observation came Loomio – an online consensus decision-making platform that Richard, John and a crew of local social entrepreneurs calling themselves Enspiral co-developed to preserve the central process of the Occupy Wellington experience after the camp had disbanded.
And though dissemination of the practice from New York to Wellington happened via a YouTube channel (with a possible stopover in Oakland, en route), the process had another key step in its recent lineage, one that would become significant as Loomio began to spread around the world.
From indignation to consensus
On 15 May 2011, five months to the day before Richard, John, Ben and a few hundred other Kiwis descended on Wellington’s Civic Square, another city square was filling with citizens. In Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, an estimated 50,000 Spaniards came out in force, sparking a new movement for "real democracy", enraged by the human fallout of the 2008 global financial collapse and the rampant cross-party corruption that plagued Spanish politics before and since.
The media termed the group indignados, or "indignants". However, most of the participants refused to dwell on the systems they were fighting against, quickly placing their energies into something more constructive: the creation of "real democracy" in the square and beyond.
Miguel Catania had never been involved in activism before 2011, but on 15 May decided that he would add his voice to the tens of thousands of others who were fed up with how politics was playing out in his country. While Richard Bartlett and his fellow Wellingtonians are still visibly enthused when recounting their initial experiences of consensus process, Miguel is much more subdued in his descriptions of Day One in Puerta del Sol: “The first assembly we did was very natural. Maybe there wasn’t somebody doing proper moderation to get to consensus. Anyway, in a natural way, we did it, because there were no leaders, there was nobody controlling things… it is a natural way of organising people in such situations. Like when you are among friends and want to take a decision to go to the movies, you are using this kind of process. You try to see other points of view, make everyone happy. It was a bit like this. We wanted to have a decision and of course we wanted everyone to be in the decision. It was a proper, natural process.”
In this case, the decision was to stay the night in the square. The basics of the process began to emerge via the input of a small core of veteran activists. These were largely people who had participated in the Global Justice Movement in the early 2000s and who began to introduce the hand signals that had been used in the street protests against the World Trade Organization in Seattle in 1999.
What became clear within a few days in Puerta del Sol was that a pure consensus process was unlikely to work with such large numbers. The aim for 100% agreement continued, but with space to enable the group to move ahead if 100% consensus wasn’t proving possible.
In Miguel’s view, this was not in contradiction. Rather than a literal interpretation of the word, the 15-M activists moved towards a spirit of consensus that aimed to bring more and more of the group into dialogue and gradual agreement about a question, but without allowing a minority to prevent a process from moving forward. This process was about collaborative improvement of proposals through open discussion, rather than purely about the number of people who backed the specifics of the proposal in the end.
The processes used in Puerta del Sol and elsewhere in Spain didn’t just become more localised. They also spread like seeds on the wind.
In the weeks that Puerta del Sol remained occupied, it quickly became clear that the square was not the right place to do the kinds of organising that were needed to confront the plethora of problems that Spanish communities were facing. The local nature of evictions, electricity cut-offs, food prices and other issues – along with ongoing police repression – led to the localisation of assemblies that summer, with hundreds of smaller groups forming in neighbourhoods around Madrid and most other Spanish cities.
And while many criticised the consensus process used in Puerta del Sol for its unwieldy and often epic meetings, variations on the method again became the standard process in each of the neighbourhood assemblies that emerged. Though challenging, the fundamental consequences of adopting any other system that offered less widespread input were consistently shot down.
But the processes used in Puerta del Sol and elsewhere in Spain didn’t just become more localised. They also spread like seeds on the wind, as several 15-M activists found themselves in New York City that summer, and brought a few significant hand gestures along with them.
We are the 99% (but let's aim for 100%, OK?)
Figuring out how exactly consensus became the decision-making process of choice in Zuccotti Park, Lower Manhattan, in September 2011 is still a slightly contested chapter in recent activist mythology. David Graeber, who took part in the early days of Occupy Wall Street (and its precursor, the New York City General Assembly), in his book The Democracy Project attributes the choice to the presence of a mix of American Global Justice Movement veterans and some Spanish and Greek activists who’d recently hopped the pond and plugged themselves into the organising efforts.
Miguel Catania in Madrid distinctly recalls some fellow Spaniards – possibly named Nikky, Vicente and Angel – who had moved to NY after the Puerta del Sol occupation and had shared their learning with the New York occupiers. “It was very direct. They just took the process and said, ‘ok, this is very effective, so use it'.”
Another variation on the story suggests that a translated pamphlet produced in Puerta del Sol, entitled How to Cook a Non-Violent Revolution, and its accompanying appendix, A Quick Guide to Group Dynamics in People’s Assemblies, provided the practical training for the soon-to-be Occupiers.
More generally, Marina Sitrin, a fellow veteran of Occupy Wall Street who has documented and participated in non-hierarchical social movements around the globe, also includes the role of "movement media" in spreading images of the processes being used in other movements around the world. These images captured the imagination of activists elsewhere, who filled in the details themselves based on a cursory understanding of what was being done in other movements.
And back to Spain again…
While the dissemination of the process from Madrid to New York, and then New York to Wellington, was at least in some significant part the result of the emergent web of connections on the internet, the birth of Loomio was a significant shift. Whereas the tools of the web had enabled others to learn about consensus before, and to put it to use in the flesh from there, Loomio digitised the process, opening it up to countless more who couldn’t be or hadn’t been a part of the Occupy movement.
There are currently about 20,000 Loomio groups operating in 33 different languages, enabling more creative, inclusive and collaborative decisions to be made among a massive array of users. The Loomio platform has facilitated group decisions at a community art gallery around the corner from its office in Wellington for more than three years, while also helping aggregate public opinion to push Statistics New Zealand – a national government department – to produce the first national census in the world that offers respondents non-binary gender options (i.e. not just male or female). Current users range from schools and grocery co-ops, to activist groups, community gardens and even a few local authorities, who have seen the value of consensus process, even while stuck in stifling hierarchical bureaucracies.
In yet another unexpected twist, though, Loomio also reintroduces 15-M activist Miguel Catania to the narrative, having found Loomio while organising with Podemos, the new leftist political party in Spain that won five seats in the 2014 European elections. Podemos had emerged as one of the spin-offs of the 15-M movement. It was founded on the desire to bring the (relatively) radical perspectives and processes of the country’s massive street movement, into the corridors of power. This was always contentious among some participants, but activists like Miguel saw the transition as an important part of bringing direct democracy into new places.
The local elections were proof that it was much more effective to have this more open structure, a more open way of taking decisions.
Initially, Podemos spread like wildfire and many of the neighbourhood assemblies that began after the Puerta del Sol occupation, morphed into Podemos "circles" – democratic groups that continued to take local collective action while also feeding into national policy debates and priorities.
Podemos offered political opinions that were well beyond the existing political consensus, and showed signs of bridging the gap between the direct democracy of the street movements and the shambolic representative democracy of first-past-the-post elections and political parties. The party held assemblies at every level, offered countless inroads for new volunteers (not just door-knocking and making phone calls) and practised consensus process in most of its local circles.
The initial excitement around the party led to five seats in the European Parliament and a membership in the hundreds of thousands. When Miguel came across Loomio through an article in the tech press, he and fellow 15-M technologist, Yago Bermejo Abati, invited Ben Knight, one of Richard and John’s Loomio co-founders, to pay them a visit in late 2013. Ben gave a couple of small talks there and Miguel and Yago began to tell other Podemos activists and local circles about it, encouraging them to use it to support local organising efforts.
By June 2014, hundreds of new groups and thousands of new members were flowing to Loomio from across Spain. At one point that summer, 60% of Loomio’s global web traffic was coming from the country. Today there are more than 1,600 Podemos-related discussion groups on the site.
However, with its growth, a centralising force set in, gradually asserting top-down control over the party’s direction. Miguel had joined Podemos as part of its participation and outreach group, from working on technology and collective process in Puerta del Sol. But from the start he had seen elements of the party that were only interested in achieving better governmental policies, rather than also creating directly democratic structures. In some cases, there had been open high-level contempt for assemblies and the directly democratic organising processes that they represented.
This became vastly more prevalent with the creation of the National Citizens Council, a body that was in many ways rigged to consolidate support for the existing party leadership, and that, at the very least, drew power away from hundreds of thousands of regular members and into a much smaller group of elected representatives. “The power of the circles disappeared,” Miguel says over Skype, and so “most of the circles stopped using [Loomio].”
Miguel moved his efforts away from Podemos and towards one of the smaller new local parties that emerged after 2011, Ahorra Madrid. Now he finds himself in the role of "director of participation" in Madrid’s new city council, since Ahorra Madrid came to power in May. A loose network of parties that had made stronger efforts to keep the consensus-based methods of 15-M at their core, ended up winning in countless local elections across the country this spring, with Podemos’ influence far weaker than many had predicted, failing to win any local elections.
The lesson from May was clear to Miguel: “If you turn to more traditional structures where things are done in a more traditional way, people just don’t want to work anymore, if they don’t have the space to work and support… [The local elections were] a bit like proof that it was much more effective to have this more open structure, a more open way of taking decisions.”
While Miguel had put his efforts into Podemos, whose media-savvy campaigning had helped capture the national imagination, he is clear that without consensus, change is impossible: “It’s the only way we can organise these kinds of movements, where everybody is really at the same level. It’s the only structure that can really take all the collective intelligence of a lot of people and create better ideas and better proposals and better actions, that include all the collective intelligence of the people around it.”
Fundamentally, Miguel says, consensus “is the most powerful way to get the best ideas”. It is a process that allows for better processes and ideas to emerge, so even when the process is flawed, collective deliberation can help to find, create or adapt something that works better.
While decision-making processes can seem relatively inconsequential with all the big issues and questions that the world is facing, changing the process through which decisions are made can in turn change the ways we ask and answers so many wider questions. As Richard Bartlett at Loomio so eloquently said of one of his key moments recognising the importance of the consensus process: “We used the consensus process to improve the consensus process… holy shit! This thing can fix everything!”
Liam Barrington-Bush is an activist, facilitator, and author of the book, Anarchists in the Boardroom. He tweets as hackofalltrades.
The City of London - eaten by code, replaced by robots?
In the future, we won't just be paying with bitcoin, companies will be run by software, argues Lloyd Davis
Lloyd Davis
“And that is my recommended path to enormous riches!”
I realised that Vinay had stopped talking. It was still early on a Friday morning at one of our weekly Tuttle conversations and there was just me, Vinay and some young chap of indeterminate origin, but smelling of Ivy League MBA and inadequately dressed for late spring in London. The poor fellow had just been “Gupta’d”. I apologised for not paying full attention and asked where exactly these enormous riches were coming from, in a nutshell.
“The recipe is simple: invest in any startups that are doing something that crosses over at least two of the following emerging technologies: weak artificial intelligence; virtual or augmented reality; drones and robots; and block chain. If you can find people using three of the four, even better! If you find people putting all four together, run and hide, they’re building Skynet.”
We all laughed together and sent MBA boy off to buy another round of Americanos.
I understood what all the others were, but block chain?
Hmmmm….
Despite fancying myself as an early tech adopter and generally inhabiting what seems to most people to be “somewhere in the near future”, I hadn’t paid any real attention to cryptocurrencies or block chains until that conversation, earlier this year. Most people I know pull the same face when I start talking to them about it. Nobody gets it. Everyone’s had a look and pulled back.
At first glance, it seems just too difficult to understand; all the explanations are tech-heavy and aimed at real nerds, the sorts of nerds who don’t look very friendly or open to being asked newbie questions. And it just doesn’t seem to be of any value to me right now - I don’t see anyone on the high street or even in any of my social feeds eager to receive my bitcoin in exchange for their goods or services. The only person I saw who’d tried busking for bitcoin was being mercilessly trolled for it.
There is no Bank of Bitcoin because we are all the Bank of Bitcoin.
Nevertheless, in the last three years, bitcoin and its swarm of sibling alt-coins have established a form of programmable money that is as anonymous and trustworthy as cash, with a record that is permanent and transparent to all, but without the need for any central authority - there is no “Bank of Bitcoin” because we are all the Bank of Bitcoin.
And while all that was going on, a bunch of the geeks who grokked it early on have been working on the next level of abstraction. What does that mean? Well, put very simply, cryptocurrencies let you record the transfer of (digital) cash. That record can represent a sale or exchange of value. And you can look at that as the fulfilment of a contract.
A contract of sale says, at its simplest: “You and I agree that when you give me some money, I’ll give you something else.”
You can build all sorts of complicated “party of the first part” blether on top to protect you from all the things that could go wrong, but that’s all it is: an agreement to transfer ownership of something in exchange for some monetary consideration.
The new platforms such as Ethereum (or the gradually improving APIs for existing block chains) give us a way of recording more complicated contracts and complex sets of interacting contracts and storing both the definitions and the implementation on a block chain.
So, if you can agree that any organisation boils down to a set of contracts, and contracts are things that get defined, agreed on and enacted in software, you can see that when we now have the ability to create organisations entirely made of code.
Such a set of smart contracts form what has become known as a decentralised autonomous organisation and the first big example of such a beast is the prediction market known as Augur. If you screw up your eyes and squint at it, it looks like a financial services organisation in the same way that back in 2004 a podcast looked like a radio station. Which is to say that for most people other than the die-hard fanatic who sees through first appearances, it doesn’t.
It looks like a gambling site. And since the software is still an alpha release, it’s not even a very impressive gambling site, you can’t do anything real with it yet at all, but you can play around with the basic functionality. It allows you either to ask a question that has a yes or no answer, will be easily verifiable and has an end date or, once the end date has passed to verify the answer. For example, someone’s bound to ask “Will Donald Trump win the GOP nomination?” Then people buy shares in the outcome, which we’ll know early in December and at that point the shares will pay out according to whichever way it goes.
It won’t be long before these funny-money cryptocurrency schemes are seen as replacements for traditional centralised markets.
What’s different about Augur, compared to a gambling site or other market, is that although there’s a company behind it, once the software is stable and running (sometime in early 2016), it could step away and disown it. There will be no central servers, just the network of users running the software on their computers over the internet (some of whom will be buying and selling shares, some will be just helping it run and verifying outcomes).
You and I might see it as a fun gambling site, but what if you ask a question like, “Will the price of orange juice be greater than $1.42 in April?” I am not a commodities trader but I can see that this means that simple futures trading can be done without any regulation. Remember the final scene of Trading Places?
This is just the beginning. Just as most people would nod today and agree that a podcast is just like a radio station, it won’t be long before these funny-money cryptocurrency schemes are seen as replacements for traditional centralised markets.
Why? Firstly because they’re more trustworthy - every transaction is open and transparent and cryptographically validated (that basically means it’s so hard to mess around with and alter a record, that it can’t make economic sense to do so) and most importantly of all, it’s all enacted in software. There are no people involved as intermediaries, the participants in the market own and run the market and once they’ve been set up, they’ll just keep running forever. You just need to define what contracts together form the definition of a market or your business.
The City went through a big round of deregulation and introduced electronic trading in 1986, what we called at the time “Big Bang”. In the 30 years since then, the markets have become 24-hour global interactions with many trades made by algorithms even if strategic decisions are still the domain of people. But if you go and stand in Liverpool Street Station, you’ll see swarms of people who look like they still work in banking, investment or insurance. Why are there still so many people there now? They can’t all be making high-level strategy. I spoke to a few to find out, although I couldn’t find anyone who wanted to be directly quoted. “Oh,” they say, “there’s only so much that computers can do.” Or, “at the end of the day, people still buy from people.” Also, “If you actually knew what the IT at our place is like, you wouldn’t be worried about the computers taking over any time soon.”
It really doesn’t feel all that different from when I worked in the marketing department of a pension fund manager in the early 1990s and the guy who sat opposite me basically spent his mornings setting up long lunches with prospective clients and spent his (admittedly quite short) afternoons trying not to look too squiffy while he wrote up his notes on the sale he’d just agreed.
The technical people in banks seem to get it. And they’re working hard to try to carve out a continued place for their institutions in the newly decentralised world. UBS just launched a Future of Finance Challenge encouraging people in the financial technology startup scene to “come up with ideas”. But it feels much more likely that someone clever in that scene will take a sliver of their business and automate it so as to remove any need for pesky humans while distributing profits to the participants in the new system.
The technical people in banks are working hard to try to carve out a continued place for their institutions in the newly decentralised world.
Livio Hughes of the digital transformation consultancy Post*Shift affirmed on their blog a few months ago that real innovation in the space will be more than just an add-on to existing models: “The London financial technology (FinTech) sector is one area where startups are demonstrably generating new ideas, new IP and new business models, which are posing a seriously disruptive challenge to many established financial services (FinServ) companies.”
After wandering around the City for a bit, I went to talk with Vinay again, who, since our earlier chat, had been responsible for coordinating the first stable release of Ethereum and I asked him when he thought this wave of transformation might break. “It’s really hard to say, but what you’ve got is a wavefront of technology coming up against the desire of a social class to retain jobs. Look for the places where people are fighting against the inevitable and see how much fight they have left in them.”
That’s clear enough to see in another area where long-term dominance of human knowledge is being undermined by mobile apps and GPS - the London licensed taxi trade versus players like Uber. The taxi drivers still have quite some fight in them. The closest we have to that wave hitting the City at the moment seems to be Augur and for most people that sort of thing is just this dull rumble in the distance.
I think that It’s as difficult now to imagine what it will be like as it was 20 years ago to imagine what journalism would be like once the world wide web had chewed it up, swallowed and regurgitated it as a mix of the same old institutions and brand new players doing something completely different.
With hindsight, we can see that the disruption and disintermediation that the web brought us was an inevitable wave, but the 300,000 people who commute into the UK’s financial centre every day seem mostly oblivious or confident that the wave won’t hit until they’re safely in retirement. I’ve met a few brave Canutes heading out to marshal the waves to do their bidding, but my bets are all on the smart kids in their bedrooms working out how to make money out of my conviction that Donald Trump can’t possibly get the Republican nomination or that a pound of frozen orange juice concentrate has got to be worth more than $1.42 by April.
Deadly fallout from a mining company reaping profits over people
A deadly wildcat strike at the Lonmin platinum mine near Marikana in South Africa left 45 people dead and scores more injured. The devastating impact of the strike on all affected parties reverberated throughout the country and gave rise to more questions than answers.
Madi Hanekom
This article is co-authored by Madi Hanekom and Cathy Dippnall
The tragic events that unfolded at South Africa’s third largest platinum mine, the Lonmin platinum mine in Marikana in the North West Province, between Saturday 11 August and Thursday 16 August, 2012 are a heart breaking stain on the history of post-apartheid South Africa. Forty five people lost their lives as a direct result of the tragic occurrence at this mine.
And the fallout thereof has, and is still, reverberating throughout the country. What happened at Marikana is believed to be the single most lethal use of force by the South African Police Service (SAPS) against civilians since the Sharpeville killings in 1960 when the police mowed down 69 unarmed black people and injured 180 others for refusing to carry the dompas identity document required for blacks during the apartheid years.
Events leading up to the massacre at Marikana and the aftermath
There is no consensus amongst the main role players (miners, Lonmin management, mineworkers’ unions, SA government and SAPS) as to the full spectrum of issues which gave rise to the Marikana massacre and exactly who was to blame. However, during that time several mines in the platinum belt had work stoppages, but it was the Lonmin miners who were the first to go on strike for higher wages. They were also encouraged by the Association of Mineworkers and Construction Union (AMCU) who was challenging the power and dominance that the ANC aligned National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) had on organised labour.
But all parties are in agreement that a wage increase demand from some of Lonmin’s AMCU-aligned workers on 9 August 2012 was the trigger point that lit the fuse for the violence, injury and death that followed.
Embarking on the strike
The miners were demanding an entry-level salary of R12 500 (about £981) per month at a time that rock drill operators were taking home less than R5 000 (about £392) a month. This increase would have constituted approximately triple what they were earning monthly at the time.
Lonmin management refused and, as the miners had not gone through the correct bargaining structures, they could not strike legally. After several weeks of stoppages, many of the miners embarked on a wild-cat strike on Friday 10 August 2012.
To aggravate matters even further, this coincided with a period of dissent between the miners and the leadership of the NUM in the area. A leadership vacuum was also identified, as seen in the dissent between the miners and the leadership of the NUM workers in the area. And with NUM allegedly incorrectly advising drill operators about the wage negotiations, and the AMCU perceived inability to control their members, the scene was set for a massive showdown.
A major shift also occurred at this time in union membership. Although NUM was the majority union in most of the country’s mining sector at the time, in Marikana, AMCU was slowly but surely increasing its membership and starting to take control of the strike.
Joseph Mathunjwa, president of AMCU, is captured on video as saying to the striking workers: “We do not want bloodshed; we want your problems solved so you get your salaries, comrades.” But bloodshed is what they got in the end.
During this tense period various political and industrial heads intervened to try and calm the situation, but to no avail.
The violence erupts
Over the next few days (10 – 15 August) the strike was marred by incidents of intimidation and the brutal attack of some of the miners who dared report for duty. This set the tone for the violence that followed. Lonmin called in the SAPS who put an operation in place to disarm angry miners (who were brandishing traditional and other weapons) and defuse the volatile situation.
In the ensuing clashes, mine employees, mine workers and police officers were killed; in total eight died during this time. These horrific events left the country reeling in shock and disbelief. But worse was to come.
During this period the miners gathered daily on a small hill called Wonderkop to discuss strategy. A Sangoma (traditional healer/muti man), believed to be from the Eastern Cape, was called in by the miners to provide them with muti, called “intelezi”, to give them courage and make them invincible in any battle. This Sangoma also allegedly provided them with further muti to make the miners invisible to police bullets.
Six days into the strike, on 16 August, during what appeared initially to have been a peaceful march by the strikers with police apparently just monitoring the situation, the march took a turn for the worse when Major General Zondasi William Mpembe (North West Province deputy police commissioner) received a ‘mysterious’ phone call. The question arises: Who was on the other end of the line and did this person give sanction for the police to take the tactical “D-Day” action that followed? And what led police management to decide this was D-Day, with its rationale that, instead of waiting another day to execute their original plan of surrounding and disarming the relatively few main strikers early in the morning, they would disperse, disarm and make arrests that afternoon, when the crowd numbered in the thousands - with bloodshed an inevitable result?
We may never know who the mysterious caller was, but the Marikana Commission of Inquiry into the massacre later found North West provincial commissioner (now retired) Lieutenant-General Zukiswa Mbobo, to be the one who made the final decision to implement the D-Day plan on 16 August after an extraordinary meeting of the police national management forum the evening of 15 August. The report says this decision was “the decisive cause of the 34 deaths” on August 16 and which made operational commanders cobble together a plan to implement the tactical plan.
So, what did Lonmin management do while the strike was heating up? Just two days before the massacre Mbombo met with Lonmin’s executive vice president, human relations and external affairs, Barnard Mokoena and other participants to discuss the crisis.
The meeting, which was recorded by Lonmin, was eventually presented to the Commission and revealed the chilling thoughts between Lonmin and the police about the worsening situation and the political forces at play. This was with reference to violent strikes at the Impala platinum mine and the perceived views that the mining company and police were supporting the strikers’ efforts to get rid of the NUM and installing AMCU in its place.
It was during this discussion that the D-Day term was also used by Mokoena. “Let tomorrow (15 August) be the D-Day where we issue the ultimatum and say if you do not show up for work, sorry, that is it.”
The ultimatum only served to incite the strikers’ indignation further, leading to a bloody between strikers and police, with the latter brutally shooting down miners with live ammunition to suppress the strike. Police insisted that they fired in self-defence. Videos of the shootings tell a story of excessive force being used by police against miners but it is also true that the Marikana Commission of Inquiry later found that the Lonmin workers can be seen very clearly on videos and photographs being in possession of dangerous weapons at the public gatherings or in public places.
And, as is so often the case in mass violent situations, it is difficult to definitively identify who are the instigators and perpetrators of violence and who are the innocent, or whether there was culpability from both sides.
National Police Commissioner, General Riah Phiyega, subsequently confirmed on 17 August that 34 people were killed, 78 injured, and 259 arrested by the police during this tragic encounter. The eventual death toll of the strike was 45.
The aftermath
After the massacre, authorities, politicians and Lonmin mine management scuttled around to try and figure out what had caused the Marikana platinum belt to blow up in the way it did. But it would take a long time before some answers started emerging; answers not necessarily believed by everybody, and certainly not by the affected miners and their families.
The following dates provide the narrative of what the government, Lonmin mine and its workers, families of the slain and injured miners, and the courts focussed on after the massacre http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/timeline-marikana-massacre-2012-2013:
23 August 2012, The country observes a national day of mourning in respect of the deaths at Marikana.
30 August 2012, Authorities charge 270 arrested workers with the murder of their colleagues shot on 16 August.
3 September 2012, Court withdraws murder charges against the 270 people detained in the aftermath of the massacre and the first batch of workers is released from custody.
18 September 2012, Workers at Marikana secure pay increases of between 11 and 22%, and agree to end the strike.
20 September 2012, As the Marikana miners return to work, unrest continues at Amplats mines in Rustenburg, where workers demand similar pay raises to those won by the Lonmin miners.
1 October 2012, The Marikana Commission of Inquiry into the 16 August killings opens in Rustenburg.
17 June 2013, A cleansing ceremony is held in Marikana by the families of those killed during illegal strikes at Lonmin’s platinum mine.
14 August 2013, Lonmin and AMCU sign an agreement recognizing the latter as the majority union at the mine.
25 June 2015, The Marikana Commission’s report is released.
31 July 2015, National Police Commissioner, Phiyega, submits her report to President Zuma to motivate why she should keep her job. (The Marikana Commission recommended that she face an inquiry into her fitness to hold office.)
11 August 2015, Families of 37 of the South African miners killed file civil claims in the Pretoria High Court against the minister of police; miners injured also file claims.
The bodies of 34 men were flown back to their homes in the adjacent countries and rural areas of South Africa, for burial. The loss of the family bread winners was devastating to many of the families and left many children orphaned - and wives widowed, with little or no means of providing for the basic necessities such as food and clothes.
And in a curious twist of fate, the Sangoma implicated in having performed the rituals to assist the protesting Lonmin mineworkers, is gunned down by unknown assailant(s) on 25 March 2013.
Despite the findings of the Marikana Commission of Inquiry, for many people there are still no clear answers and no definitive agreement seems to have been reached among affected parties, as to what caused the massacre and who should accept responsibility. The Commission did put forward extensive findings on the actions of key role players and made recommendations as to the follow-up actions required.
Findings of the Marikana Commission of Inquiry
After the massacre President Jacob Zuma acted on 23 August 2012 to appoint the Marikana Commission of Inquiry http://www.marikanacomm.org.za/, led by retired Judge Ian Gordon Farlam, assisted by Advocates PD Hemraj SC and BR Tokota SC, with a mandate “to investigate matters of public, national and international concern arising out of the tragic incidents at Marikana.”
The Commission was specifically tasked to enquire into and make findings and recommendations concerning the conduct of Lonmin, SAPS, AMCU, NUM, the Department of Mineral Resources and other government departments, as well as individuals and groupings.
The Commission’s findings were eventually released in a 600-page report on 25 June 2015, after a long drawn-out three-year investigation characterised by denials of accountability and blame-laying and costing South African taxpayers a total of R153 million. http://www.scribd.com/doc/269695489/Report-of-the-Marikana-Commission-of-Inquiry
Main findings and recommendations of the Commission
Some of the main findings of the Commission were against Lonmin, AMCU, NUM, the police, some individual miners, and addressed accusations levelled at Cyril Ramaphosa (at the time of the massacre, a non-executive director of Lonmin and now Deputy President of South Africa.
Against Lonmin: The mine did not use its best endeavours to resolve the disputes; did not respond appropriately to the threat of, and the outbreak of violence; failed to employ sufficient safeguards and measures to ensure the safety of its employees; insisted that non-striking employees should return to work despite being in no position to protect them from attacks by strikers; under-performed on its undertaking with regard to its Social and Labour plans (SLP).
Against AMCU: Officials of AMCU did not exercise effective control over AMCU members and supporters in ensuring that their conduct was lawful and did not endanger the lives of others; sang provocative songs and made inflammatory remarks, aggravating an already volatile situation. The Commission noted that AMCU President, Joseph Mathunjwa, did his best before the shootings to persuade the strikers to lay down their arms and leave the koppie.
Against NUM: The union did not exercise its best endeavours to resolve the dispute between itself and the strikers; wrongly advised rock drill operators that no negotiations with Lonmin were possible until the end of the two year wage agreement; did not take the initiative to persuade and enable Lonmin to speak to the workers; failed to exercise effective control over its membership in ensuring that their conduct was lawful and did not endanger the lives of others; encouraged and assisted non-striking workers to go to the shafts in circumstances where there was a real danger that they would be killed or injured by armed strikers.
Against the SAPS: The Commission found that the police operation should not have taken place on the 16th August because of defects in its tactical plan and that it would have been impossible to disarm and disperse the strikers without significant bloodshed on the afternoon of the 16th; the SAPS should have waited till the next day when the original plan to encircle and remove the strikers could have been implemented as a substantially risk free alternative; the operation should have been stopped after the shooting at scene one of the fight and that there was also a complete lack of command and control by police at scene two; the Commission queried the conduct of police leadership during the inquiry as they did not initially disclose vital information. Against these findings it is shocking to note that, during the time that it took for the Commission to do its work, General Phiyega strongly defended the police action, inter alias stating: “Let us take note of the fact that, whatever happened represents the best of responsible policing.” In her opinion, therefore, the police was only doing their jobs.
Against Cyril Ramaphosa: Legal counsel for injured and arrested persons alleged that Ramaphosa was the cause of the massacre as he sent e-mails 24 hours before the massacre calling for “concomitant action” against “criminals” to be taken by the police, and that he must therefore be held accountable for the death of 34 miners. The Commission however found that the accusations against him were groundless.
Against some individual strikers: Individual strikers and loose groupings of strikers promoted a situation of conflict and confrontation which gave rise, directly or indirectly, to the deaths of Lonmin’s security guards and non-striking workers, and endangered the lives of the non-striking workers who were not injured.
The Commission’s recommendations included that Lonmin’s failure to comply with its housing obligations under the SLP needs to be addressed by the Department of Mineral Resources which should take steps to enforce Lonmin’s obligations in this respect. The ways that Public Order Policing is dealt with need to be reviewed and revised by a panel of experts and a number of further recommendations relating to the operation of the police were put forward, including appropriate training of police, development of a protocol for communications during large operations, equipping of police helicopters with functional cameras, provision of adequate and speedy first aid to those who are injured during operations, and the demilitarization and professionalizing of the police.
The report’s recommendations furthermore included major changes to be effected to the responsiveness of the police service, that an inquiry be held on the fitness to hold office of both the National Police Commissioner and North West Police to hold office, and that the killings and assaults be referred to the Director of Public Prosecutions for further investigation. The Commission also called for a further investigation of offences, in terms of the Regulation of Gatherings Act and the Possession of Dangerous Weapons Act, due to the propensity in South Africa for people carrying sharp instruments and firearms.
Where do the findings and recommendations of the Commission leave us?
Some people believe that the report succeeded only in opening up festering wounds of indignation, despair and anger and did very little to bring definitively to light what caused the massacre, who was responsible and who should therefore be held accountable, how to support the injured and families of the workers killed and how to ensure that such tragedy never occur again.
And it remains to be seen if, and to what extent, the recommendations of the Marikana Commission will be implemented.
Is it a case of profits over people for the mining houses?
Do the bosses in the mining sector really understand what the issues are that shape the daily living conditions and belief systems of their workers? Or is their chief concern to ensure that they remain at the helm of hugely profitable businesses while employing cheap labour living in abject squalor? To what extent do workers’ dismal living conditions and low wages contribute to strike action?
Workers’ dismal living conditions and wages
The majority of the workers who were killed at Marikana were the sole breadwinners and supported large extended families on their meagre income with an estimated total of 326 dependents reliant on these deceased workers’ wages. The terrible conditions in which mine workers live in the Marikana area were highlighted by the Commission. The housing shortage for mine workers, many of whom live in shacks was believed to be one of the motivating factors behind the 2012 strike. http://mg.co.za/article/2015-06-25-the-blame-game-a-marikana-special-report
Their homes are simple shacks made from corrugated iron, wood and cardboard. Even though there is a huge power station near Nkaneng, which serves Lonmin’s operation, there is no electricity in the settlement where thousands live. Water is sourced from one of the public taps placed sporadically around the community. Many of the standpipes have been dry since 2013 and locals murmur that a R900 payment to the right person will ensure a reconnection. It is a serious indictment against Lonmin that, by June 2015 only three “show houses” for mine workers were completed by Lonmin during the six years, from 2005 to 2011, in which it promised to build 5 500 units for its employees in fulfilment of its SLP obligations.
Lonmin blithely ignored these obligations, which were meant to compel mining companies to address structural problems within the mining sector, including the dehumanising migrant labour system, which breaks up nuclear families and contributes to social divisions. Its then transformation committee chairperson, Cyril Ramaphosa, exercised oversight of Lonmin’s SLP obligations, but professed at the Commission to not having read the reports and being unaware of the mine’s failures in this regard.
At the Inquiry, former Lonmin chief operating officer, Mohamed Seedat, conceded under cross-examination that housing conditions at Marikana were “truly appalling”. He also conceded that the mine’s board and executive had, post facto, recognised the link between the critical shortage of affordable housing and the 2012 strike. With the Commission recommendation of an investigation into Lonmin’s failure to fulfil its obligations to build the houses, it can be expected that the fulfilment of the obligations will be fundamental to the mine retaining its South African platinum group metal mining rights.
A huge factor in strikes always remain the quest from miners to be paid a decent wage by the exceedingly wealthy mine owners and management. Labour amounts to about 60% of Lonmin’s costs. The vast disparity in earnings between workers and bosses is also an enormous bone of contention and will remain so for the foreseeable future. And added to this is that most of the workers tend to be indebted to loan sharks and unscrupulous companies who sell goods to these workers on credit, full well knowing that they cannot afford to repay these loans. The impact of emolument attachment orders (often called garnishee orders) which are court orders that force employers to deduct money owed to a creditor from their employees’ monthly salary further impoverish them and exploit their lack of financial literacy. The use of this kind of order is currently being challenged in court.
The impact of workers’ traditional belief systems
It is doubtful whether mine management has any in-depth understanding of the traditional belief systems of migrant workers, including the carrying of traditional weapons. While Western thinking scoffs at tribalism and cultural beliefs the reality is that many workers in the mining and metal industry in South Africa are migrant labourers from rural areas, and in Lonmin’s case, from the impoverished Eastern Cape and rural areas of KwaZulu Natal where tribal practices are commonplace. In fact tribalism, encouraged during the apartheid era has been reintroduced by the current ANC government.
So it is not surprising that the striking miners at Marikana would employ a Sangoma or muti man to protect them, making them strong, invisible to police and impervious to firearms. It is this ‘bravado’ bought at great cost (often with loans) that was part of the miners’ downfall.
To say that Lonmin management and the police were unaware of tribal practices seems improbable given the long history of tribalism and inter-tribal clashes during South Africa’s long mining history. The question is – was the call for the D-Day operation done knowingly – that once corralled on the koppie the miners could be “dispersed” easily?
The impact on the economy
It is well understood that current global adverse economic issues, as well as issues specific to the South African situation such as the high price of electricity, maintenance stoppages and labour disputes, are affecting the ability of the mines to operate at sustained levels of profitability and are presently causing substantial job losses in the sector.
The impact of the Lonmin strike should also* *be seen within the context of the importance of platinum as a precious metal resource and its substantial contribution to the overall earnings of the mining sector as well as to the economy of South Africa as a whole. Platinum – because of its scarcity is called “rich man’s gold” and the breakdown in supply would catapult the price of platinum into orbit. The importance of platinum mining to the South African economy cannot be over emphasised as it is the largest global producer, mining approximately 88 percent of the world’s reserves of platinum.
Strikes have a dire impact on the economy. At the height of the Marikana strike, Lonmin says it has lost six days or 15 000 ounces of platinum at Marikana and was unlikely to meet its full-year production target of 750 000 ounces regardless of issuing striking workers with an ultimatum that they return to work or face dismissal. And on 17 August 2012, Lonmin shares dropped by almost five percent in London and four percent in Johannesburg following news of the massacre.
The Lonmin mineworkers’ strike subsequently triggered strikes at other mines operated by Anglo American Platinum (a separate company) in this province and is viewed by many as the major strike, to date, that threatened to destabilise the lucrative mining sector in this part of South Africa with potential serious repercussions for the rest of the mining industry in the country.
The result of strikes reportedly cost the country more than R4.5bn (£335m), raising insurance against default on the country’s debt and scared some foreign investors into selling their mining shares. When news of the Marikana wage agreement was made public, the spot platinum price fell 2% to a session low at $1,627.49/oz and the rand firmed against the dollar.
And the broader economy in South Africa is haemorrhaging jobs at an alarming rate with the mining sector no exception. Estimated jobs losses at Lonmin within the next few months could reach 6000 due to bearish markets and rising costs in the sector. This is equal to a jobs blood bath and will have further far reaching negative impact on the miners and their families.
But, surely, taking care of its workers in an equitable way should be a priority for mines and that workable solutions need to be found to deal with adverse economic situations? Mining companies cannot argue that they are not well versed in addressing the cyclical nature of the industry. Says Mathunjwa: “The retrenchment of so many people in mining is an attempt by the captains of industry to get rid of AMCU at the mines.” He continues: “Jobs are being destroyed in the industry because government is putting investors first, before the economy and the people, and South Africa is becoming the capital of unemployment.” Talks are currently under way between Lonmin and the unions regarding the envisaged retrenchments.
It is clear that solutions will have to be found to avert another Marikana-type disaster. Therefore if it’s profits over people, mining companies will continue to ignore warnings and only after calamity will they be forced to do something …once the hullabaloo has died down will they just continue to do as little to effect change as possible except make more profits?
Mining operations have serious climate change risks for local communities
A further serous issue is impacting on the ability of mines to operate and to look after their workers properly.
The report from the International Council of Mining and Metals (ICMM), Adapting to a changing climate: implications to the metals and mining industry (March 2013) states that “There is a growing awareness that unless the mining sector understands the impact of climate change, its impact could represent a physical risk to mining operations.”
Mining and metal extraction is heavily dependent on water and energy for processing, both of which can be extremely sensitive to climate changes. Adding to these direst risks to climate exposure, many of the other sustainable development pressures faced by the sector are also climate sensitive.
According to the report an example of the pressures facing the mining and metals sector is gaining and maintaining a social licence to operate, which is critical to preventing disputes that delay projects or cause existing operations to be halted. This may be more challenging when climate change has a negative effect on local communities.
These communities may themselves be susceptible to climate change threats from human health impacts, the availability of water and from other climate-sensitive industries nearby such as agriculture. These risks may impact workforce availability economic growth and social development in these communities. In turn these risks can jeopardize companies’ operations and reputations in areas that are sensitive to climate change.
“The implications to land and water use in the mining and metals industry – both of which are important to management of risks from a changing climate are distinct from other climate-sensitive industries. The sector recognizes that implications of any human activity can ripple out across an ecosystem, and effective risk management, as well as realisation of stewardship opportunities to positively contribute to ecosystem health demands, an ecosystem perspective that is inevitably unique to every location,” reports ICMM. It also state that pollution and ineffective waste management can also significantly impact the environment and surrounding communities and that the mining and mineral sector need to carefully measure the levels of pollution and waste so that action can be taken to reduce impacts.
Mining companies would have to take due cognisance of the findings of this report. And, as in Lonmin’s case, where the Marikana Commission found that the mining company had not adhered to its SLP obligations to build adequate housing and many miners still live in informal housing with no direct access to water and electricity, raises the question as to whether the impact of climate change on living conditions for miners will even be considered. Poor sanitation, lack of running water and electricity continue to add to the miner’s frustrations that their wellbeing is being exploited for profit over people.
What is the way forward?
The last chapter in the Marikana Massacre is yet to be written. But a new phase may start to emerge should the recommendations of the Report be implemented as a matter of priority.
This is especially true for the recommendation that all the killings and assaults that took place during the strike, should be referred to the Director of Public Prosecutions, for further investigation and to determine whether there is a basis for prosecution, the changes required to be made by the police service in the way they operate, as well as that Lonmin should be held accountable to implement its SLP obligations. Also, South Africa is awaiting, with bated breath, the decision of President Zuma as to whether he will retain National Police Commissioner Phiyega in her post.
Civil action remains an option for the families of the deceased and injured miners. Just days before the third anniversary of the Marikana massacre, on 11 August 2015, families of 37 of the South African miners killed during the wildcat strike at Lonmin have filed civil claims against the minister of police, Nkosinathi Nhleko, in the Pretoria High Court. Lawyers for the injured miners have also filed 30 civil claims of their own. The families of the Lonmin security guards killed as well as those of the cops killed, are also still waiting for answers.
The country is also waiting to see how the government will react to the court challenges by the families of these workers. Will government executives apologise for their role in the massacre to go some way towards healing the wounds? Will the SAPS be able to reassure South Africans that violence/strikes will not be met with extreme violence from the side of the police – are they trained to defuse such situations without major bloodshed? Where does the rule of law come in? The Commission’s Report and the civil claims currently in the courts should give the government pause for thought and an opportunity to right the wrongs, and to communicate this in a clear way to everybody concerned, including the public.
According to the South African Institute of International Affairs (SAIIA) research paper released in November 2013, the massacre at Marikana was a catalyst and political tipping point for change in the country’s political economy. The paper states that “that there is a statistically significant negative relationship between labour tensions and mining investment attractiveness, controlling for commodity price increases and corruption. It also finds that the institutional context in South Africa’s mining sector currently creates incentives for unions to value violence and unprotected strikes over co-operation.”
There is no doubt that this terrible conflict in the mining sector at Marikana seriously damaged the image of President Jacob Zuma and the ANC, who were seen as being slow and ineffective in their responses. They continue to face accusations that they neglected poor workers and sided with wealthy business owners.
And what are the chances of this type of massacre occurring again, in either the mining or other sectors of the South African economy? Some hope comes from President Zuma’s media briefing on 11 August 2015, wherein he said that he is in discussion with the ministers whose portfolios are affected by the Marikana report, such as police, labour, mineral resources, as well as justice and correctional services. “All interventions are aimed at ensuring that such an incident never occurs again in our country,” he said.
What has, however, clearly emerged from the Marikana massacre is the narrative of a catastrophe that arose out of the deep fault lines in South Africa’s rather fragile democracy, the deepening scourge of enduring poverty and a more than twenty year old unfulfilled promise by politicians of a better life for all.
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Dangerous games: are communication designers gambling with our future?
The legacy that communication designers will leave behind will depend on their understanding of the roles and responsibilities they carry to protect our planet and their honest assessment of the games they might be playing to the detriment, or not, of the planet and its inhabitants.
Madi Hanekom
This article is co-authored by Madi Hanekom and Jacques Lange.
We would all like to imagine a better world, won’t we? Well, maybe not. There are entities which seem hell-bent on destroying our planet with their greed for more and more profits, more and more power, more and more gratuitous consumption, and arguably taking less accountability for their actions.
The role that communication designers play in this game of roulette is significant. Their extensive sphere of influence is such that it can have either a positive or negative impact on our world.
Design has positive impact when its practitioners accept their professional obligations to further the social and aesthetic standards of society, and accept professional responsibility to act in the best interest of the ecology and of the natural environment.
Where it has a negative impact, we are faced with an insidious kind of war; a war created by visual and written messages to further the aims of the entities who pay for their services, and which can lead to intended and unintended consequences. And it is a war that is already manifesting in its disastrous impact through, for example, contributing to adverse global climate change and influencing a broad spectrum of human behaviour and activities which might be detrimental to the health and survival of our planet. It is redolent of the ravages caused to the earth and our ecology through cataclysmic wars fought by people over the centuries.
Picasso, one of the best known visual communicators of all time, already represented this in his iconic painting, Guernica (1937) depicting raging bulls and horses battling one another, and which is believed to be a response to the bombing of Guernica, a Basque village, by German and Italian warplanes during WWII, causing the death of hundreds of civilians and devastating the immediate environment. And the painter’s alleged acerbic response to a Gestapo officer, who stormed into his apartment, gestured at the painting and demanded: “Did you do that?” still today stands as an indictment against all of us whose actions cause harm to the planet. Picasso’s reply was short and to the point: “No, you did.” It was clear that the “visceral horrors of war are not just an affront to human civilisation, but to life.” http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2009/mar/26/pablo-picasso-guernica-spain-war.
But who are the main stakeholders/perpetrators playing the game of sustainable human and ecological roulette in our world today?
Oh, the games people play
The main culprits in the game are commonly regarded as being big business with their focus on profit-taking and power-mongering. But governments are also key purveyors of power and requiring their messages to their constituencies to be carefully crafted for maximum effect. And then there are other industries, such as people invested in providing communications services to these entities in one form of another (for example, advertising agencies, spin doctors, strategy consultants, designers and other communication practitioners) who do not challenge the impact that these messages, that powerful parties want them to convey, will have on the minds and in the wallets of society at large and the sustainability of our planet.
Consumers are also by no means innocent bystanders in the game. Most consumers seem to be on an ever-increasing buying spree of products, services and political ideologies and are complicit in activities harmful to our planet. Image a day in the life of a regular middle-class global citizen from the point of waking up, using multiple chemicals to clean and beautify themselves, driving or commuting to a fast-food franchise to pick up breakfast (packaged in non-biodegradable materials such as polystyrene) at a drive-through restaurant to sustain them on their highly congested, often long distance trip to the office. This does not auger well for the planet in so many ways. Do they ensure that they are well-informed about their ecological footprints and act to reduce these? Do they even care about their impact on the planet?
And let’s not forget about the powerful role that the media plays in punting products, services and ideas, and the companies and institutions which produce them, irrespective of the impact these commodities might have on our world.
Taking responsibility for conveying messages.
It is recognised that, where these key stakeholders do succeed in managing their messages in a sustainable manner so that there is no harmful fallout for the planet, and where the messages do, in fact, contribute towards a positive contribution to save our world, powerful healing energies are released to the good of all. Unfortunately, however, this is very often not the case.
Milton Glaser, international design guru and co-author of the book Design of Dissent that documents the graphic resistance to institutional power, says: “Many of us have been troubled by the passivity of … people towards the events of our time. Part of this condition must be attributed to the cynical use of fear our governments have employed to control peoples’ judgements… This was made possible in part by television … the most persuasive means of indoctrination in human history … Perhaps the most obvious loss is what we call our sense of reality. Television combines news about … war, Paris Hilton’s career, global warming and Geico commercials into events of equal importance. The result is an enormous population that believes nothing matters …” http://www.aiga.org/the-designercitizen/.
With the tremendous growth in the use of social media, messages in various formats are also flying around cyberspace at a speed that is astounding and is a key area where restraint should be brought to bear by participants but nobody polices social media.
The various participants playing their respective games of peddling a specific brand of political rhetoric, producing and marketing more and more products, and rampant consumerism, are playing a game which they cannot win and the earth and our descendants will pay the terrible price for their bad decisions.
No wonder then that authors such as Naomi Klein felt duty bound to write in her international bestsellers, No Logo: Taking aim at the brand bullies (1999), The Shock Doctrine (2007) and This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate (2014), that corporate capitalism and its obsession with brands are at war with life on earth, “[o]r, more accurately, our economy is at war with many forms of life on earth, including human life. What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction in humanity’s use of resources; what our economic model demands to avoid collapse is unfettered expansion. Only one of these sets of rules can be changed, and it’s not the laws of nature.”
While acknowledging the huge commercial and political interests that drive economic production and consumption and the resultant negative impact on the planet of ubiquitous and potentially harmful goods, services and ideologies, this article specifically focuses on the political dimensions and its participating entities. It also investigates what drives the actions of the communication designers who conceptualise the messages these entities wish to send out into the world. Some examples include the proliferation of ‘brand cults’, ‘green-washing’ (a form of commercial spin which deceptively positions products or policies as being environmentally friendly when they are not), spin-doctoring, over-packaging, unsustainable production processes and outsourced ‘slave’ and child labour, among a long list of questionable activities.
Meet the communication designers
Because these are ubiquitous and wicked issues, it is not possible to address all of the players and stakeholders involved. Therefore this article focuses on the role that communication designers play in this game of sustainable human and ecological roulette.
They are graphic, information, editorial, and interface designers, art directors, branding experts, broadcast, animation and motion designers, illustrators, photographers, copywriters and practitioners of a multitude of visual and written communication sub-disciplines. As professionals they are either employed or commissioned to provide visual, material, spatial, digital and experiential solutions to the briefs provided by their employers or clients – governments, public and private institutions and enterprises, as well as non-profits (which are sometimes thinly masked as propaganda agents for dubious causes).
Essentially, the ideal role of designers is to use ideas, culture, technology, systems, information, spaces and resources to improve the human and ecological condition, no matter what the current condition entails.
The design economy is substantial in numbers and impact. Global statistics are not readily available but, as an example, the Creative Industries Economic Estimates – January 2015 report published by the UK Department of Culture, Media and Sport states that the design sector contributed £3.1 billion to the UK economy in 2014 – a massive rise of nearly 25 per cent from the previous year. The report classifies the design sector as product, graphic and fashion design. “The figures value the UK creative industries as a whole at £76.9 billion a year. The design sector is growing at more than double the rate of the creative sector as a whole… The creative sector is growing at three times the rate of the wider UK economy and the design sector now accounts for 177,000 jobs.” http://www.designweek.co.uk/designs-value-to-uk-economy-soars/
Are designers gambling with our future?
Where do the communication designers find themselves in this mix of profit gain? One would expect that, imagining a better world, and striving to contribute towards achieving this, would be a key and non-negotiable stance for these designers to take. But are they in fact playing an enabling game to by contributing to the destruction of our living planet OR are they gatekeepers of its health and survival?
Do designers play a lying game?
Glaser states: “Our discussion on the ethics of designers always gets impaled on the issue of whether a client’s desire for profit can be reconciled with our ethical desire to do no harm. Or, put another way, can we serve a client and the public at the same time? The difficulty of these questions explains why the … design-based organizations have found it so difficult to define a designer’s obligations to the public.” http://www.aiga.org/the-designercitizen/
In a 2002 interview http://www.graphic-design.com/DTG/interviews/heller/ with DTG Magazine on the co-edited book, Citizen Designer: Perspectives on Design Responsibility, Steven Heller, shared Glaser’s concept of ‘tests the designers’, in terms of their willingness to lie.
Heller explains: “Two years ago, when Milton Glaser was illustrating Dante’s Purgatory, he become interested in the Road to Hell and developed a little questionnaire to see where he stood in terms of his own willingness to lie. Beginning with fairly minor misdemeanors, the following twelve steps increase to some major indiscretions:
Heller says that “[a] dozen additional steps of varied consequence could be added, but Glaser’s list addresses a significant range of contentious issues. Designers are called upon to make routine decisions regarding scale, color, image, etc. – things that may seem insignificant but will inevitably affect behavior in some way – … an elegant logo can legitimize the illegitimate; a beautiful package can spike up the sales of an inferior product; and an appealing trade character can convince kids that something dangerous is essential. The … designer is as accountable as the marketing and publicity departments for the propagation of a message or idea.”
Otto von Busch, in an article titled ’The purgatory of design’ (2014) adds: “Whereas hell is the punishment for those who willfully commit to sin, and thus lasts forever, purgatory is an unpleasant purging of sins for those who produced evil deeds by ignorance. Purgatory is then the place where sinners can come to terms with their ignorance and atone their sins.” Von Busch continues: “What Glaser’s test highlights is the sliding scale of interference or even distortion of ethics involved in a typical design practice … Design is a tool for persuasion, and thus pushes the user in a certain direction – and is this direction a good one?”
Von Busch believes that all design is a form of manipulation of systems, energies and matter and says that “In Glaser’s example, it is the manipulation of graphics, but also of attention, memory, labour, well-being and ultimately; life and death. Every design act does change or add to the existing order in some way, but we will need to ask, if there can be ‘good’ design, there must surely also be some ‘evil’ design. … If Glaser is right, we are in purgatory right now, and we have the opportunity to critically examine our work before we set yet another stone of ‘good intentions’ on the well-paved road to hell.” http://www.kulturservern.se/wronsov/selfpassage/XXI/XXI-1401/1401.htm
Designers have for decades reflected on their roles and responsibilities.
A definitive moment came with the adoption of the First Things First Manifesto – created in 1963 and revisited in 1999/2000 – which a group of creatives, led by Ken Garland, proposed as reflecting “a reversal of priorities in favour of more useful, lasting and democratic forms of communication – a mindshift away from product marketing and toward the exploration and production of a new kind of meaning.”
The Manifesto http://www.designishistory.com/1960/first-things-first/ was “a reaction to the staunch society of 1960s Britain and called for a return to a humanist aspect of design. It lashed out against the fast-paced and often trivial productions of mainstream advertising, calling them trivial and time-consuming. Its solution was to focus efforts of design on education and public service tasks that promoted the betterment of society. The influence of the Manifesto was quick to reach a wide audience and was picked up by The Guardian, which led to a TV appearance by Garland on a BBC news program and its subsequent publication in a variety of journals, magazines and newspapers. … Garland’s challenge to designers shifted the way that the design community approached many aspects of their profession.”
The 1963-Manifesto was subsequently revisited, updated and republished by a group of new authors, led by the anti-consumerist magazine Adbusters, and presented as the First Things First Manifesto 2000. Its aim was to generate discussion about the design profession’s priorities in the design press and at design schools.
Key argumentation of the First Things First Manifesto 2000.
The revised Manifesto states: “Commercial work has always paid the bills, but many [communication] designers have now let it become, in large measure, what … designers do. This, in turn, is how the world perceives design… Many of us have grown increasingly uncomfortable with this view of design. Designers who devote their efforts primarily to advertising, marketing and brand development are supporting, and implicitly endorsing, a mental environment so saturated with commercial messages that it is changing the very way citizen-consumers speak, think, feel, respond and interact. To some extent we are all helping draft a reductive and immeasurably harmful code of public discourse.”
The Manifesto 2000 concludes: “There are pursuits more worthy of our problem-solving skills. Unprecedented environmental, social and cultural crises demand our attention. We propose a reversal of priorities in favor of more useful, lasting and democratic forms of communication – a mindshift away from product marketing and toward the exploration and production of a new kind of meaning. … Consumerism is running uncontested; it must be challenged by other perspectives expressed, in part, through the visual languages and resources of design.” http://emigre.com/Editorial.php?sect=1&id=14
Rick Poynor, acclaimed designer, author and scholar, supported the Manifesto 2000 by stating: “It is no exaggeration to say that designers are engaged in nothing less than the manufacture of contemporary reality. … We have absorbed design so deeply into ourselves that we no longer recognise the myriad ways in which it prompts, cajoles, disturbs, and excites us. It’s completely natural. It’s just the way things are. … A sense of glamour and excitement surrounded this well-paid line of work. From the late 1950s onwards, a few skeptical designers began to ask publicly what this non-stop tide of froth had to do with the wider needs and problems of society.”
Poynor continues: “The critical distinction drawn by the manifesto was between design as communication (giving people necessary information) and design as persuasion (trying to get them to buy things). In the signatories’ view, a disproportionate amount of designers’ talents and effort was being expended on advertising trivial items, from fizzy water to slimming diets, while more ‘useful and lasting’ tasks took second place: street signs, books and periodicals, catalogues, instruction manuals, educational aids, and so on. … The vast majority of design projects – and certainly the most lavishly funded and widely disseminated – address corporate needs, a massive over-emphasis on the commercial sector of society, which consumes most of graphic designers’ time, skills and creativity.” Poynor quotes Katherine McCoy who believes that “…this is a decisive vote for economic considerations over other potential concerns, including society’s social, educational, cultural, spiritual, and political needs. In other words, it’s a political statement in support of the status quo.”
Poynor says: “Design’s love affair with form to the exclusion of almost everything else lies at the heart of the problem. … Obsessed with how cool an ad looks, rather than with what it is really saying, or the meaning of the context in which it says it, these designers seriously seem to believe that formal innovations alone are somehow able to effect progressive change in the nature and content of the message communicated.”
Poynor, furthermore, says that “[the enthusiastic support for Adbusters’ updated First Things First Manifesto reasserts its continuing validity, and provides a much needed opportunity to debate these issues before it is too late. … Artist and critic Johanna Drucker argues … “that the process of unlocking and exposing the underlying ideological basis of commercial culture boils down to a simple question that we need to ask, and keep on asking: ’In whose interest and to what ends? Who gains by this construction of reality, by this representation of this condition as ‘natural’? … At root, it’s about democracy. The escalating commercial take-over of everyday life makes democratic resistance more vital than ever.”
Where do these reflections lead us?
So, after all this reflection and development of the First Things First Manifestos, are communication designers gambling with our future? Or are they asserting their responsibilities as active, concerned, engaged and responsible citizens of the world?
There is no consensus on this matter.
Although there are a number of designers who follow ethical approaches and are responsible and committed to progressive change, the majority still tend to perpetuate commercial priorities.
It is, therefore, a matter of grave concern that the messages that many institutions want communicated, and which designers give effect to, still largely feed the already rampant consumerism (commercial, experiential and ideological) in our society. This blatantly encourages consumers in their preoccupation with increasingly acquiring further goods, services and ideology with the resultant tidy profit spin-offs (i.e. sales, support and votes) for institutions producing these goods, services and ideologies. There is scant regard for the potential detrimental effects on society and the world at large. It therefore appears to be again a case of choosing profits over people and the ecology.
Some of the leading design bodies do, however, believe that designers understand their roles and responsibilities to be ethical and authentic to the humanistic values of the design fraternity. In this respect, the International Council of Design (Ico-D), states: “They understand the cultural, ethical, social, economic and ecological impact of their endeavors and their ultimate responsibility towards people and the planet across both commercial and non-commercial spheres.” http://www.ico-d.org/about/index#defining-the-profession.
But what do communication designers do to defend their own good and bad practices?
Another example is the Designers Accord, founded in 2007 with the goal of changing the way the creative community does business based on a particular ethos and behavior around sustainable design. “The underlying philosophy was that by collectively building our intelligence around issues of climate change and humanitarian issues, designers could catalyze innovative and sustainable problem solving throughout the creative community.” Today, the Designers Accord is a global network of designers, educators and business leaders who share best practices and proactively advocate for the adoption and implementation of sustainable alternatives in their work. http://www.aiga.org/designers-accord/
However, the communication design profession is not a legally regulated profession, such as engineering, medicine, accounting or law. Therefore, membership to a professional organisation or regulating council is voluntary and the ethical conduct of members cannot be enforced.
In an article written for the Design Council (UK) James Pallister, furthermore suggests: “…designers are working together to reimagine what it means to be a citizen in the twenty-first century. While some are trying to fix what we have, others believe the time is right for a complete overhaul.” http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/can-designers-fix-our-ailing-democracy
As to who should take responsibility for ensuring that ethical messages are communicated via the various design platforms, the answer is quite simple: Designers, clients and consumers.
An issue of legacy
Quo vadis for communication designers and the legacy they want to leave the planet and its inhabitants? What kind of a better world can, and should, they help us imagine?
It is a complex issue for which there are no easy answers. It is well recognised that communication designers grapple with the dichotomies inherent in their professional practice of being spin doctor, mediator, imaginer, and to what extent they should be agents of social and environmental profit rather than commercial profit.
Legislated institutionalisation of ethical guidelines of practice is an obvious answer here. However, design is part of the disciplines of the humanities. It is a sector which can only thrive if it is allowed freedom of expression – many in this sector would argue for this ‘at all cost’ because freedom of expression is the essence of the humanities.
How can quality work standing in support of the protection of our planet therefore be encouraged while allowing for optimal freedom of expression?
The questions, perhaps, boil down to: “What should design do?”
Globally, there are various initiatives under way to try and answer this pertinent question. Some of these deliberations include investigations towards creating a universally recognised mark of quality to ensure ethical design practices sensitive to protecting our planet and producing guidelines for design practitioners and educators.
In an article titled ’Does Britain need a quality mark?’ – John Mathers, chief executive, Design Council (UK) states: “The Quality by Design white paper has prompted a debate on how we can uphold standards for the benefit of the UK and the design industry. It is important that we protect the reputation that our design industry has built up, but is a quality mark the answer?” http://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/does-british-design-need-quality-mark
Mathers explains that London-based MBC Group developed a white paper which claims that the design industry needs a universally recognised mark of quality awarded to organisations and individuals that meet a specific grade of design excellence. “…It’s an interesting proposition. On the one hand it could be argued that a sign of quality symbolising a stamp of approval could be a highly valuable asset to the industry, maintaining or even increasing standards. If this standardised quality assurance mechanism could demonstrate to clients that good design is important, adds value, and also demonstrates the role they have to play in the process, then it should be considered.”
However, Mathers says that challenging questions immediately arise: “Who exactly would be awarding individuals and agencies this mark of quality? What would be measured? Who is this overarching arbiter of good design? What field do they work in? How are they funded? …The process of implementing an industry standard across something as multifaceted as the design sector would be extremely complex.”
These are, however, not new ideas. As far back as 1957, Japan instituted the Good Design Selection System (or G Mark System), known today as the Good Design Award. It is a comprehensive design-promotion system hosted by the Japan Institute for Design Promotion (JDP) “that picks good design out of a variety of unfolding phenomena, and aims to enrich our lives, industries, and society as a whole by highlighting and celebrating these works.” JDP explains that: “When you look at design as an act or activity, it needs a guiding idea or principle, and the resulting creation can be understood as one solution to the question posed by that idea. We ask if that solution is a suitable answer to that question, but also place emphasis on the ideas or principles themselves, and the thinking and methodology that led the designer to that particular outcome. We also ask if it will contribute to a chain of creation in the future.” http://www.g-mark.org
Another example is the INDEX: Design to Improve Life®, a Danish NPO which rewards sustainable design that provides solutions to global challenges. The Good Design and INDEX: awards are however commendation systems rather than practical quality standards rating tools that design practitioners and their clients can use on a daily basis to measure their work’s impact on society and the natural ecology.
In 2009, responding to a strong membership directive, Ico-D launched an initiative to provide a sustainability guidance tool for design practitioners and educators. Ico-D explains that “experts were invited to join a ’Sustainability Jury’ and participate in what became a multi-year effort to develop criteria which can be used to plan for, measure, compare and report the sustainability performance of product service systems. The resulting Ico-D Sustainability Standard tool consists of thresholds and best practice criteria that support environmental, social, cultural and financial pillars of sustainability.” According to Ico-D, “a final draft and test of the tool has been completed and a select group of designers across five continents has been invited to test this final draft by self-assessing a projects of their choice. The result is the operational, tested and vetted Ico-D Sustainability Standard tool that will soon be made available to the international design community.” http://www.ico-D.org/projects/ico-D-sustainability-standard
Into the future.
The future should not include the rampant commercialisation which regrettably seemed to have seduced a lot of designers for a very long time. It is recognised that there are designers who are true to their calling to deliver responsible communication solutions but they are in the minority.
With the international community of designers actively reassessing and reframing their roles in society and the environment, there might however just be hope that at least some of them will continuously focus on the constructive legacy they want to leave to our world while they are going about making money to sustain their businesses.
The challenge to us all is clear: Let’s change the mantra which John Sauven, director of Greenpeace, recently referred to (A Greenpeace Manifesto for Change, 1 May 2015) as “we seem to have accepted a simplistic and beguiling mantra: more growth, more profits, more stuff,” into a mantra of caring for our environment and accepting full accountability for our actions, especially those that can have an impact on the health of our planet. As Sauven also wrote, we do not want “more climate change, more chaos, more extinction, more inequality.”
An interesting concept, accredited to Glaser, is that of ‘citizen designer’. He says, “…the world seems more fragile and imperiled …. Perhaps the world always seems at risk. In my lifetime, I’ve witnessed a world war, the Holocaust, McCarthyism, Vietnam, Korea, the threat of nuclear annihilation, the Cold War—and in these times, AIDS, genocide in Africa and Bosnia, 9/11, global warming, the war on Iraq, the acceptance of torture, the Patriot Act, the tsunami, the devastation of New Orleans and the gulf coast and overshadowing everything else in our minds—the emergence of international terrorism. … It has caused me to examine my role as a citizen and to think about whether designers as a group have a dog in this fight, to use a pungent, down-home cliche. Our dog in this fight may be human survival.”
Glaser says: “My personal response to this condition has led me to become more active in civic life. As designers, we’ve been concerned about our role in society for a very long time. It’s important to remember that even modernism had social reform as its basic principal, but the need to act seems more imperative than ever.”
And when asked recently what she saw as the single greatest driver of social change, Melinda Gates of the Gates Foundation succinctly replied: “Design.” Canadian designer, Robert L. Peters explains: “Design creates culture. Culture shapes values. Values determine the future. Design is therefore responsible for the world our children will live in.”
Mexican democracy; a blatant misnomer
Vote buying in Mexico stifles belief in democratic process
Mandy Gardner
“I got my local ID now,” my friend says with a grin. “Finally I can drive in Quintana Roo and apply for my passport!”
There’s one more thing this Mexican citizen knows he can do with this ID come election time – receive and promptly sell his electoral ballot. My friend, whose name we have decided not to share for obvious reasons, professes that he has no interest in using his own electoral ballot when the time comes to choose a new mayor or president.
Why not?
He shrugs at the question. “My vote doesn’t matter. The same family has been running this town for years, they buy all the votes to make sure. They have all the money, nobody else can win. It’s better just to sell.”
The irony of his decision seems lost on him, as it may be for many Mexicans who sell their ballots to the party representatives that knock on doors in the weeks before an election. This system – albeit wholly illegal according to Mexican law - has been dubbed “clientelist democracy” by political anthropologists and researchers that have discovered the same practice in parts of Africa as well as Mexico. “Clientelism” is defined by Stokes, Dunning, Nazareno and Brusco as “the exchange of goods and services for political support.”
Statistics show that voter turnout in Mexico has stayed within about 48% to 64% in the last 9 years, which compared to the rest of North America is right on par. Compared to South American neighbours, however, the percentage is low and the satisfaction of the electorate is actually even lower. It isn’t known how many registered voters throughout Mexico are actually selling or “renting out” their voter ID cards to politicians making the door-to-door rounds, but if citizens are right the purchases make a big difference to electoral outcomes.
Political parties offer around 500 pesos for the privilege of borrowing voter identities, and sometimes offer other trinkets or invitations to lush parties. Sometimes, I’m told, political supporters donate food to poor residents in order to secure their votes. It’s not even illegal, since in Mexico party officials can give gifts to voters as long as they aren’t intended to garner votes; that specification, of course, is impossible to prove one way or the other. Come election day - either municipal or federal – the purchased electoral cards are brandished by party members at voting stations and then returned to the true owners, while recipients of donations flock to vote for the candidate in whose name the food or supplies arrived.
The truth is, voter statistics in Mexico are completely arbitrary, since many members of the electorate are counted as voters despite the fact that someone from a political party actually voted using their name. In the view of people who have sold their electoral cards, it’s better to have 200-500 pesos in the hand than an ID card that lets you drop a ballot into a box. Why is such a seemingly paltry amount of cash so preferred over a ballot? Because money always wins when you can barely make ends meet. Mexico boasts a GDP that is just shy of par with the United Kingdom (when calculated according to purchasing power parity), and yet due to the poverty of most of its inhabitants it is classed a second or even third world country. Despite constant political and economic protests from the people, change is a long way off, especially when so many refuse to use their vote based on personal political choices.
“The people, they protest all the time,” my friend tells me. “You see them walking on the street in big groups, wearing the shirts from the political party they support. They try so hard every year but it never works.”
After 4 years living in Mexico, I’ve seen the evidence for myself. Though I have no vote and therefore no electorate card to loan out, I am still confronted regularly by political activist groups along the main and residential streets calling out for mine and everyone’s support for the Ecologist Green Party, the Labour Party, the Citizens’ Movement, or whichever party has rallied that particular afternoon. Supporters go on wearing their boldly-branded shirts year-round, despite election results that are a surprise to no one. These activists, like me, can see the truth, which is that if people would just use their votes according to their own political beliefs it would be the end of clientelist democracy in Mexico. And this frustrates them.
When I ask my friend if he would ever be willing to reconsider his voting stance, he shrugs again, but I notice his eyes widen almost imperceptibly with an idea.
“There is a group I think would do good things if it could just get past the people with money,” he admits. “Morena.”
Many people agree with this assessment. Morena (National Regeneration Movement) was officially registered as a political party only last year in 2014, but it is led by 2-time presidential candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador. The new party is left-leaning with a manifesto that states:
“En el México actual, la vida polítca e institucional está marcada por corrupción, la simulación y autoritarismo. A pesar de ello millones de trabajan a diario honesta y arduamente, practican la solidaridad y se organizan para acabar con este régimen caduco.”
Translation:
“In the current Mexico, life policy and institutional is marked by corruption, authoritarianism and the simulation. Yet millions of honest hard-workers practise solidarity and are organized for ending this outdated regime.”
If Morena is to be taken at its word, it’s easy to understand why Mexicans would gravitate towards this group. Unfortunately, presidential hopeful López Obrador has accused the Institutional Revolutionary Party, and the National Action Party, of electoral fraud in both of the most recent elections they have won. The Morena leader, formerly running under a different banner, did not call for a recount following his accusations. Of course, what would be the point?
My friend isn’t sure what it would take for Mexico to break free of clientelist democracy, but he’s positive that it will involve a lot of money.
“Unless the police start to care about illegal elections in their own cities, it will all stay the same. Right now, politicians just give money to police to look the other way. Sometimes, police don’t want to get involved because they might be threatened or killed by political supporters. Mexico needs good people with a lot of money.”
Don’t we all?
The tao of Bill Hicks: "Chomsky with dick jokes"
Mark Kernan argues that the late comedian was a shaman of our times
Mark Kernan
Is the mainstream media really failing people and the planet? As with any bold and generalised proposition it is always good to start with the evidence. Or, then again, as Bill Hicks might have said: “fuck that.”
But wait, let me back up a bit. The evidence? Well, if we are talking about the mainstream media in the west, we are talking about on the whole commercial entities controlled by extremely wealthy men and huge transnational corporations. Do they have an agenda? One that is manifestly failing us and the environment? And is detrimental to the future of humankind? Are we all buggered by impending climate change and not even being fully informed in the process?
If you are reading this, you are probably converted to this particular world view. If not, and you are unconvinced of the above proposition that the mainstream media is at best disinterested, or at worse complicit in spreading ignorance and misinformation, well: don’t be lazy and complacent.
Not convinced yet? Go back to the title of this article; the medium (the language, the content and communication of that language) is the message, right?
Still not convinced? Open a book by Klein or Chomsky or read an article by Bill McKibben. Or failing that, maybe even just go to a Frankie Boyle concert. Cast your net wider than the mainstream media in other words. Just a few pointers. Make up your own mind. If you do, be warned though; you’ll find the truth about our civilisation’s collective myopia to be a menacing and foreboding thing, a creeping spectre off in the arid, panoramic distance, edging closer and closer like a dark, silhouetted horseman.
Before you know it, the haunted vision will be right beside you, like a high plains drifter, taunting you with the ghostly refrain: “I told you so. I told you so.” But you, we, wouldn’t listen.
What would Bill do?
“Listen,” Bill Hicks once said, in his preachy, often self-righteous, but always very funny comedic delivery. “The next revolution is gonna be a revolution of ideas.” But Bill was only partly right when he said this, for as I’m sure he well knew, all revolutions begin ultimately with ideas (and emotions) in people’s heads and hearts. Ideas about why, for example, economic inequality and, increasingly, environmental degradation coexist in a world where a tiny few are fabulously wealthy and covet all the resources. Yet next door, both literally and metaphorically, the vast majority are grindingly poor and live short, hard and impoverished lives. We all know the statistics.
Bill Hicks railed against injustice and was, as a fellow comedian said, like Jesus in the temple.
Bill Hicks railed against injustice as he saw it. He was, as one fellow comedian said, like Jesus in the temple - kicking out all the money men in self-righteous fury. The problem for Bill, though, was that he never knew when to stop the self-righteous anger phase. Anger may be an energy, as John Lydon said, but anger if we are not careful can also be destructive and even a counter-productive emotion.
If Hicks were still alive today, how would he have developed? Would he now be a Buddhist monk, “loving all the people”? Or would he still be lashing out, hilariously of course, angry at the injustice of it all? Probably the latter.
So, what does the “tao” of Bill Hicks actually mean? Hicks was famously dismissive of mainstream American media. In fact, he was one of the few comedians who called it as he saw it; he had no self-censorship, no cynical filter and little or no calculating self-interest. Just ask David Letterman. And it wasn’t just the media that felt his acerbic wit, he famously excoriated marketing too: “By the way, if anyone here is in marketing or advertising… kill yourself.”
The mainstream media’s real function, Hicks thought, was to enchant, to weave a spell, to keep people credulous. If this was true in the early 1990s, when he was famous, then the problem is even more acute now.
But now, 20 years later, and 20 more years of environmental destruction (we are, after all, heading to a probable 2%-4% rise in average temperatures as a result of global greenhouse gas emissions in the coming decades…. not laughing now, are you!) and 20 more years of mainstream media myopia and, worse, sometimes even just plain mass media disinformation - what would Bill Hicks say now? Would he still be a prophetic outlaw?
Some might ask themselves the question: What would Jesus do? Well, I’m going to ask what would Bill do, and say
Quit putting a goddamn dollar sign on every fucking thing on this planet!
Hicks was unlike any of his contemporaries. His shows could be very, very funny and on the edge (a precipice more like): never fuzzy or comforting. He prowled the stage with all the self-righteous anger and swagger of an old-time southern preacher, hilariously venting his irreligious spleen at all the detritus Americana threw at him. The space between his ego and his id, the playground of his inner demons, battling it out for supremacy over his heart and intellect on hostile, but more often than not apathetic audiences across beltway America.
Hicks died in 1994, aged 33, of pancreatic cancer. On the cusp of serious fame, or Lenny Bruce-like infamy more accurately, he is now seared into our cultural memory, or countercultural memories more accurately - a pop culture receptacle for all our bile and frustration, and our love and hope. He tapped without mercy into our collective primeval longing for someone to tell us the truth about our lives, by exploring our fears, hopes and desires.
He was here on a self-appointed mission to disturb and disrupt the established order: a diabolical and self-conscious molotov cocktail in human form, combining the incendiary elements of Johnny Cash, George Carlin and Noam Chomsky into one explosive comet, straight out of Texas. Considering he challenged the monster of our collective complacency like no comedian ever has, what the hell would he now make of our ever-increasing collective insanity, our inert apathy and disinterest about the future of the planet, all the while promulgated by an “objective and impartial” dystopian media? Whether railing with manic precision against corporate manufactured pop music or corporate manufactured politics, who now could doubt his comedic and social vision? Few people, probably.
There will be no eulogising of Hicks here, or canonising him as the secular saint of confrontational comedy. He was too good for that. Truth is, that in death he has become something of a one-man cult, a comedic David Koresh or a Jim Jones but with a better sense of irony, a manic Texan in grainy but little-viewed YouTube videos. Hicks’s secular canonisation in the church of comedy since his death would have horrified him. The truth is that Hicks didn’t receive any real mainstream attention until after his death. He observed and ridiculed society from the margins, and it is at the margins of society where all good outlaws must live.
Truth is just a five-lettered word
The truth will almost always be found at the margins, rarely at the centre, where opinions and values must conform to accepted and agreed-upon consensual reality. When someone comes along and punctures that reality with new ideas, and then peels back the façade to reveal - a bit like the green curtain scene in the Wizard of Oz - the sometimes ugly and often horrible truth we’ve all been concealing from ourselves, we, collectively, as Gandhi said, first ignore them, then ridicule them, then fight them; then, finally, we come around to their truth.
The mainstream media on the whole is failing us, the people, on climate change and its harsh truths, with some honourable exceptions. But this doesn’t absolve us either of our responsibility to the planet and to future generations. We consume unconsciously most of the time after all, with little real responsibility. Yet, perhaps, we even want to be lied to; we don’t want to know about the impending spectre slouching towards us. Consequently we are wholly complicit in our own ignorance. Hicks understood this dichotomous and paradoxical truth more than most, and it horrified him.
We are wholly complicit in our own ignorance. Hicks understood this dichotomous and paradoxical truth more than most, and it horrified him.
We are now, after all, even more relentlessly bombarded with thousands of channels full of “pituitary retards”, as Hicks said, blunting and distracting our thoughts and actions with illusive promises of X Factor fame, easy money, fast car, and more and more exotic sex: a cornucopia of manipulated desires slated by shopping malls, credit cards, designer toilets and shiny glass skyscrapers.
The truth about the effects and consequences of climate change, and the changes that will be necessary to combat and mitigate against its coming ravages will not be found in Fox News or in a myriad of other commercial TV channels or most newspapers across the globe, again with some honourable exceptions. And even if it occasionally is, rarely will we see cause and effect joined up into one explanatory whole. Better to fragment knowledge and understanding of climate change, better still to ridicule the very idea of it. Instead, we’ll have many more Jeremy Clarksons tearing up to the magnetic North Pole in gas-guzzling 4x4s, blithely, but consciously aware, of course, of their mission to misinform and manipulate a largely uneducated public. The fact that there was a record ice melt in the Arctic a few years after the now notorious Top Gear programme was made hasn’t led to urgency or advocacy amongst the mainstream media; objectivity must be maintained after all. Rather what is communicated to us by a plethora of journalists, celebrities and broadcasters is apathy and ironic disbelief, or worse, fear and belligerence, and of course ridicule, the strategy supreme of all the best demagogues.
Here’s Tom with the weather!
Hicks didn’t care if the audience loved him or not. He wasn’t seeking validation for his insecurities, as lesser comedians do. Sometimes he didn’t even like his audiences, nor they him. You don’t get the humour? Go eat a pizza, or watch American Idol. Even when he was obviously parodying the self-imposed persona of the preacher/outlaw image he cultivated in later years, he rarely if ever let his audience of the hook and he never condescended to them. A bit like a great 19th century novel that is difficult to get into in the first 100 pages or so, Hicks paid you off eventually if you stuck with him.
But what would he say today, in 2015, now that the worst of late 20th century Americana has metamorphosed into cultural and economic globalisation, its bloated tentacles relentlessly pursuing markets, resources and consumers.
To understand Hicks and his audiences, think of the stylised silhouette of Robert Mitchum’s character Harry Powell in the classic 1955 film Night of the Hunter: all seething menace, a good degree of charm, and volatile sexuality. A preacher of dubious origins, come to spread the gospel, or at least some sort of gospel. Hicks didn’t repress his sexuality though - rather he gave full vent to it, sometimes with deeply uncomfortable results for his more puerile audiences. He didn’t care, though. He also vented his legendary misanthropy, again with deeply uncomfortable results for anyone caught in the crossfire.
“Fuck you. Get out. Get out, you fucking drunk bitch. Take her out! Take her fucking out. Take her to somewhere that’s good. Go see fucking Madonna, you fucking idiot piece of shit.”
No one ever said it was pretty.
Mitchum’s character in the film was a serial killer turned preacher, a crazed psychopath with a penchant for old-time religion and Old Testament-style killing. Hicks, too, was also a good ol’ boy from a Southern Baptist background and, just like the fictional preacher, he sure as hell knew how to kill - Hicks could kill an audience but never with faux kindness; he didn’t smile while doing it either. Sometimes he couldn’t even hide his contempt for his audience. But he still kept touring, year after year, frequently antagonising his audiences in the American heartlands with his castigation of the American empire and all it represented. Deep down, he must have loved them.
But let’s be honest, he only said what most of us have thought or felt at one time or another about other human beings. His epic rage against individual human stupidity, his no holds barred wrath against the collective hypocrisy and cant of the western body politic, and against the global arms industry; these are the type of things we censor ourselves from saying anything about. We censor these thoughts because we know that to articulate them could potentially be detrimental to our self-interest, or we just don’t want to be unpopular; most of us don’t like to rock the boat. The ultimate truth, of course, is more prosaic - most times we don’t say these things because we haven’t got the balls.
Franz Kafka said that we should only read books that wound or stab us. A book, he said, is only of worth and value if it grieves us deeply, and that its purpose is to be “the axe for the frozen sea within us”. Hicks took Kafka’s maxim literally. Caustic humour was his axe. Just like Jack Nicholson in The Shining, all menacing grins and manic energy. “No one gets outta here alive.”
Death of an American shaman
All the best humour ultimately comes from a subversive place, in that it is a reaction to some form of oppression or repression, it is also a rebellious two fingers to stultifying conformity and the self-importance and delusion of those in authority. The best comedians in the early 21st century are now our shamans, purging and casting out all the shit for us that we know is out there beyond our computers, newspapers and TV screens: in our politics, in our popular culture and in our vastly unequal economic systems and, of course, most terrifyingly of all in our fucked-up global climate system, which we unfailingly refuse to confront in any meaningful way as a human collective.
Shamans in indigenous cultures are regarded as wounded healers. They take care of the material and spiritual wellbeing of the tribe. Because of their position they are exalted, and even a little feared. The shaman’s transcendent experiences transform the darker spirits afflicting the tribe, like a spiritual alchemist, an otherworldly sorcerer, a person of wisdom and bravery to be respected. But who does our 21st century tribe of distracted consumers exalt and respect?
If he had lived, what would Hicks the alchemist shaman have made of the Iraq war, or Chelsea Manning and Edward Snowden, or mass state surveillance, or 911, or the perpetual economic austerity foisted upon the masses while socioeconomcic inequality goes dangerously unchecked? And most of all, of course, what would he have made of the apocalyptic onslaught of ecological and environmental catastrophe, the silhouetted horseman coming closer and closer? Could even Hicks have envisaged our creeping descent as the 21st century advances into, well, who really knows what?
Mark Twain said that the secret source of humour is not joy, but sorrow. Maybe so, but it is also rage. Or maybe it is that rage is inverted sorrow, and no one has done apoplectic rage like Hicks, before or since. He was the master of discordant humour. He knew instinctively how to violate banality, puncture pomposity and drive a stake into the heart of apathy. But most thrilling of all, while doing it, he didn’t give a shit - just like any good outlaw, or shaman, or apocalyptic horseman.
Escaping unhurt: an account of a blood-soaked day
Nayeem Rather
It was afternoon of 13 September 2010, 1Pm, to be exact and I, along with around a dozen people, was carrying, on our shoulders the corpse of Nisar Ahmed Kuchay, who was killed by Indian Government forces.
Nisar Ahmed, 22, was shot dead at Ompora, a township, 2 KM away from district headquarters Budgam which is at a distance of 11 Km from the summer capital Srinagar. Ompora presented a look of war ravaged town; the people were wailing, bullet shots were thick in air, women were crying, the lips of boys were parched and the police jeeps were patrolling intermittently, showering a volley of bullets in all directions. We were on the road, heading towards Humhama, 5 Km from Budgam, and the home of the slain youth, to take his body for funeral. We had barely walked some fifty meters, when a police jeep, like a bullet, came speeding towards us. In no time, we ran, putting the coffin on the road and hid behind a house, lying in a lane. Hundreds of bullets emanated from the Jeep. The bullets hit the walls of the house, the trees on the roadside and some dotted the road.
I was close to a friend and we huddled together and hid in a lane. The bullets whizzed past us. We were lucky that we were not shot. We remained in the lane for around 10 Minutes, listening to the bullet shots and roaring of Police vehicles on the road.
“This is our end,” I said to my friend. He remained silent. Though I could hear his heart beat . Then there was a complete silence. After around 10 minutes, crying and wailing emerged from a house by the road. And I ran towards the house, dirt covered. On the road many people joined me and I soon mingled with the crowd. There was urgency and there was anger and there were tears on everybody’s face. Then we reached the house by the roadside.
The walls of the house, facing the road, were strewn with blood and a trail of blood was leeching down the wall. It turned out, eventually, that a woman, by the name of Rafiqa Teli had been shot.
I knew this woman; she was distributing water to the protesting masses and I drank from a glass that she gave to me, earlier in the morning.
“She was looking from the window of her house at the road. And suddenly a jeep of Police passed, and the police men pointed their guns at her and shot her thrice” recounts Zaaiba Begum, an eye witness and Raje’s neighbor, when I visited her five years later since the incident.
“They (police) killed her deliberately. Her crime was that she was giving water to the thirsty” says Zaaiba, wailing.
On that day, after Rafiqa was killed. , the people assembled in the main market of Ompora and pelted stones at the forces of Indian government forces and shouted anti-India and Pro-freedom slogans.
The protesters overcame the barricades at Ompora and marched towards Humhama, with the body of Nisar Ahmed. And some remained at Ompora to bury Rafiqa Begum. I reached Humhama with the procession and in the middle of the market the forces, comprising of Jammu Kashmir Police and CRPF and SOG force cordoned the procession from three sides and started firing at the people, indiscriminately. The crowd of people was dispersed and at the same time the stone pelting began. I saw many people getting hit by bullets and the tarmac that we were running over was littered with blood. The air was black with the tear gas and the Police and CRPF charged people with batons and smashed cars and window panes. I ran. And rested until I found myself in a courtyard of a house. Then the news came to us. Another boy had died. And it turned out, that the government forces had killed, at the main market Humhama, a teenager. The forces had killed a boy of 17, namely Adil Ahmed Teli , and according to eyewitnesses , they had shot him from a close range. “I was sitting at my home when a group of boys came and asked for water. Later at 12 Noon, my elder son came and told me that Adil had been shot. My world turned upside down” recounts Saja Begum, mother of Adil. Meanwhile, Adil had been taken to District Hospital Budgam and later shifted to SKIMS hospital. However, at around 4 Pm in the afternoon, he died.
His mother, who is now on psychiatric medication, often recounts the last words that her son had managed to say. “ My son’s last word were, Tell my mother that her son has laid his life for the freedom of kashmir” Shajaa told me , while defiant , when I met her recently. “I am proud of my son” she adds. Towards the end of the day, the dead bodies of the people killed at the hands of the forces were piling up and so was the anger of the people. The mass protests had been going on against the Indian rule over kashmir. People, all over the valley, had been on the streets, fighting pitched stone pelting battles against the Indian government forces. The protests had started on 11 June, when, the Police had shot dead 17 year old Tufail Ahmed Matto, in Downtown Srinagar. Tufail was coming back from his tuitions when a party of Police had shot at him. This people of Kashmir, in response to the killing of the youth, had come to streets, to demand justice. However, the government forces in order to curb the protests and dissent came down heavily on the protesters and eventually killed another man, namely Rafiq Ahmed Bangroo, on 22 June at Safakadal Srinagar. This brought more people to streets and the Indian government forces in retaliation and in a bid to curb the protesters imposed curfews, killing more and more people each day. Upto 13 September, the Indian government forces had killed around 80 peaceful protesters, mostly teenagers.
In the intervening night of 12 and 13 September 2010, the news of desecration of Quran (Holy Scripture of Muslims) at the hands of a US Christian clerk Terry Jones, spread like wildfire all over Kashmir. The people came out in streets and raised anti-US and anti-Terry Jones slogans, anti- India and pro-freedom slogans. Next morning, on 13 September people from all over the Valley came out into streets in protest and people from towns of the valley marched towards the summer capital of Indian Administrated Kashmir, Srinagar. At the same time, the pro-freedom parties unanimously had launched “Quit Kashmir Movement” whose aim was to ask India to leave Kashmir and give complete Independence to Kashmir. Like other parts of the Valley, the atmosphere was tense in Budgam, nearest town to Srinagar, barely 11 KM away. There was rebellion in the air and the people were marching towards Srinagar, under the leadership of Hurriyat leader, Agha Syed Hasan. At around 9 Am, I joined the protesting masses and along with the crowd marched towards Srinagar. The atmosphere was electric with the slogans and there was defiance in the people. “Go India, Go Back” was the buzzword and was shouted in unison.
To check the protesters from marching towards Srinagar, the JK Police and CRPF (Central Reserve Police Force) blocked the roads leading to the capital city. They put barricades on the road, shot bullets in the air, and beat the people with batons. However, the protesters marched on, overcoming the barricades and shouted Pro-Freedom slogan, more vehemently.
At the end of the day 7 people had been killed in Budgam, and 17 all over the valley making the 13 September bloodiest day that summer. Later curfew was imposed and people were forced indoors.
AFTER FIVE YEARS
Ghulam Mohiddin Kuchay , whose son Nisar Ahmed was killed in 2010 by the Indian government forces has given up any hopes that Justice will be done. “The Indian state does not care about Justice. They only know how to kill” he says. He has spent last five years in “search of justice” visiting dozens of officials and many other important people in the government.
“I am tired now. I can’t fight more. God will judge those who killed my son” he says. The family has filed the case in the court and is still waiting. Earlier, after two months of Nisar’s death, says the family, some people claiming to be Police had visited the family and asked them not to pursue the case. “They threatened us and told me to accept Rs. 5lakh silently as compensation for my son or they will kill another son of mine” says Ghulam Mohiddin. He adds, “I told them that I will pay you Rs.1 Crore if you can punish my son’s killers.” The police didn’t stop here; instead they took Ghulam Mohiddin’s elder son to police station and told him that he is a thief.
“The police are using tactics to stop us from pursuing the case. My father, was really freighted and we stopped pursuing the case” says Showket, Mohiddin’s eldest son. “I have lost a son and I didn’t want to lose another.” say Ghulam Mohiddin when I asked him why they have stopped pursuing the case. In the past, the government had promised to solve all the cases of killing at the hands of the Government forces and in this connection had established many inquiry commissions to “provide justice to the victims” . However, no one has yet been indicted in the killings. Quite the contrary, the families of the killed are being harassed and cases ranging from “sedition, carrying anti-national activities” have been levied on the people who were killed and their family members. In Indian Administrated Kashmir, the Indian government forces and the police forces are protected by Armed Forces Special Powers Act, (AFSPA), a government act, which provides impunity to the Indian government forces and protects them from trails in civil court. It also empowers the forces to shoot anybody whom they deem is “a threat to public order”. Danish Nabi Lone, a 13 year old teenager was killed on 13 September at Chaar e Shrief Budgam by the 181 Bn of Indian Army. The locals say that the people had been protesting, like other parts of the valley and when they reached the Indian Army Camp 81 Bn , the army fired bullets at the protesters and eventually killed Danish Nabi and injuring dozens.
The Army report ( 56 APO, No , D, 111-3/10 –OPS , dated 13th September 2010) submitted by 81 Bn deputy commander Umeed Singh states: “Unrulling Mob , tried to attack and over run outpost of C 81 Bn , with heavy stone pelting and shouting slogans with the intention to kill solidiers. ” However, the locals strongly contest the claim. “This report is ridiculous and a lie. How can unarmed group of teenagers over run and try to kill heavily armed soldiers?” says a local of Chaar e Shreef, Farooq Ahmed. Danish’s father, Ghulam Nabi Lone, disillusioned by the government says, “I visited every place to find justice for my son. I never found it; they in turn accuse my son. ” “I have no hope of justice from the Indian state,” he adds.
Denial of justice is the common thread that runs through all the killings at the hands of the government forces. And the families have given up hopes that justice can be done ever.
“Both father and mother died waiting for justice for their son. It didn’t arrive. And we have given all hopes that our brother’s killers will ever be punished” says Gulzar Ahmed Tanatary, whose brother Ghulam Rasool Tantary was killed on 13 September at Budgam by police.
Politics behind free trade agreements
Free trades are not as free as you think
Neha Basnet
Since the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) on 1 January 1995, member countries are committed to adopt all the agreed provisions on the new trading system under the principles of non-discrimination and transparency. The idea was to have a fairer trading system and also to promote trade liberalisation among member countries by reducing or eliminating all trade-distorting policies.
The three important mega regionals are currently under negotiation: the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership of Asia and the Pacific (RCEP), the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), and the Trans-Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP). The US is currently working on TPP and TTIP respectively with Europe and Asia Pacific, all outside the framework of the WTO. It is said that these agreements, once concluded and implemented, will set the stage for a new generation of global trade and investment rules. Perhaps, the treaty is more than trade liberalisation and regulatory cooperation, which are not objectionable goals. These agreements pose a great risk to users’ freedoms and access to information on global scale.
Free-trade agreements are not just about imports, tariffs or overseas jobs. Agreements bring complex national regulatory systems together, such as intellectual property law, with implications for free speech, privacy and public health.
The interesting fact is that these negotiations are taking place behind closed doors. Voices on the political spectrum are lamenting the pathological secrecy behind the entire process. Such behaviour goes beyond the realms of simple diplomatic protocol, the closed-doors approach that sees the shuffling of papers and provisions beyond press scrutiny. The TPP, one part of the US-led reorientation of markets and strategies, affects citizens who have no voice, or shape, in discussions.
Why these free trade agreements are so controversial
Free trade has a long history dating back hundreds of years, and the rise of neoliberalism to politicoeconomic and ideological hegemony among powerful states and international financial institutions beginning in the 1970s. Its most recent popularity has been driven by the release of a Chapter of Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement by WikiLeaks in April 2015. The leaked intellectual property(IP) chapter revealed that the big digital content companies are pushing for restrictive controls on the internet and hefty copyright fines. However, concerns about IP extend beyond the digital world.
Medicins Sans Frontieres (MSF), an international humanitarian organisation that is also known as Doctors Without Borders, has shown concern and raised its voice against the TPP. On its website, MSF says TPP will have a devastating impact on global health. It would strengthen, lengthen and create patent and regulatory monopolies for pharmaceutical products that will increase the price of medicines and reduce the availability of price-lowering generic competition. This also means that IP rules will restrict access to affordable, lifesaving medicines for millions of people. It is an irresponsible decision that is harmful to public health. Similarly, TTIP, if signed, will jeopardise food-safety regulations.
TPP and TTIP will make life easier for corporate investors. Implementing IP laws on seeds and selling land to agrobusiness will only further empower an already very powerful and bloated agricultural sector. It will eat up small-scale farmers who own the land and farm it and also those who till it. TPP and TTIP will take away the right to have control over our food. In the end, the peasants will have no jobs.
Nafta and convergence of real wages: the case of Mexico
The North American Free Trade Agreement (Nafta) had its 20th anniversary in 2014. The agreement created a common market for services, investment capital and goods between the US and Canada - as two major developed economies - and Mexico, as a developing economy.
In the first half of the 1990s, before it was signed supporters argued that Nafta would bring benefits to Canada, the US and Mexico, improve the balance of trade among the three countries and improve growth and development, according to some economic studies such as Peat Marwick and Ciemex-Wharton. In addition, supporters claimed that real incomes would increase and labour would benefit with somewhat higher real wages, such as in Mexico’s manufacturing sector, and as a result incentives for illegal migration to the US would diminish.
Twenty years since Nafta came into effect, the performance of the Mexican economy with the rest of the Latin American region cannot be more than disappointing, according to a working paper by the Center for Economic and Policy Research published in February 2014. The paper states that among 20 Latin American countries, Mexico ranks 18th in terms of growth of real GDP per person and that over the past 20 years, Mexico’s per capita GDP growth of just 18.6% is about half of the rate of growth achieved by the rest of Latin America. In terms of inequality, by 2012 the poverty rate in Mexico was 52.3%, a figure almost identical to the poverty rate of 1994. The report by the CEPR concludes that there are 14.3m more Mexicans living below the poverty line than in 1994, when Nafta came into effect.
Agricultural and free trade: the case of Indonesia
Indonesia implemented the WTO commitment in 1995. Indonesia radically reformed its trade liberalisation and agriculture, starting by eliminating the subsidy on fertiliser in 1998, followed by opening its rice market by allowing imports by general importers and not monopolised by the National Logistic Agency (BULOG). The Indonesian government has also liberalised other commodities such as maize, soy beans and sugar.
A 2002 report by Kafil Yamin, an IPS agency, stated Indonesian farmers of poultry, rice, and maize had been affected by cheap imports on different occasions in recent years. The impacts were felt through price, which became much cheaper after trade liberalisation and harmed the majority of Indonesian producers who were poor and farming fields of an average of less than 0.5ha. Indonesia has also experienced a negative effect from trade liberalisation that can be seen in increasing imports from developed countries, declining export performance and rising foreign debt, making it hard to alleviate poverty.
Although the opening up of market fulfilled the food gap and improved food access for the poor, who are net buyers in the short run, the mid-term and long-term effects may be different. The high level of dependence, the shift to cash-crop production and exposure to international market volatility have brought a negative effect for food security.
Free trade agreements such as Nafta and ASEAN were launched with the aim of strengthening the export capacity of developing countries by overcoming supply-side constraints. However, several reports and facts offer an ambiguous picture on the effectiveness of foreign aid in this respect. The literatures and free trade promotional organisation always neglect the fact that exporters in developed countries are the main beneficiaries and are widely suspected of using such aid as a means to foster their own commercial interests.
Community Journalists in Kashmir - a conflict zone
Sajad Rasool
Truth remains a causality in a war anywhere in the world, and reporting the truth often becomes challenging for the reporters around the world. Kashmir - which is torn apart between the two Nuclear Powers, India and Pakistan - has remained at the brink of the war since the time British rule ended in South Asia and two countries were created in 1947. Three wars already fought in the past. People of Kashmir - Earlier having been ruled by the Dogra Maharaja’s for about 100 years had a strong sentiment for the Right to Self determination, which remains a dream till now in a Democratic nation.
Azhar - A young man from the Northern frontier district of Kashmir, lives very close to Line of Control carries a small flip camera in his bag and travels through tough routes village to village to document the local issues and the stories of Human Rights Violation happening at the hands of the State and Anti State elements. He believes to be filling the News Gap in his area. “Reporters from National and Intl Media agencies come and cover the gun battles which usually rage in these hills and go back, but I go and document the impact of these gun fights on the common masses” says Azhar.
Pir Azhar, belongs to a lower middle class family whose earnings mainly come from agriculture and horticulture, So far Azhar has been successful in resolving three issues in his village.
“A local Government health centre has been defunct for a long time in my village, I spoke to villagers, documented the issue, met the concerned officials and showed them the video, which forced them to take action - Health Centre is again functional in my neighborhood and I feel happy about it.” Similarly - Local Domestic Gas distributor was showing reluctance in doing Home Delivery of the Gas in my village, Gazriyal for three months, we used to travel a distance of about 14 Kms to get the Gas cylinder from the Market, I made a video report on it, showed the sufferings of my villagers to the officials which forced them to take action and resolve the issue. Now my neighors or Me have not to travel miles to get Gas.”
Azhar, believes that the change is within us, once we are ready to do something for good we can do it. He received training from an Organization working for the empowering of marginalized communities in India.
On a rainy morning of August Azhar packs up for Lolab valley, the Pakistan is just some hours away by foot from this point. He is on the way to document the case of one half widow Ayesha, whose husband was abducted by a local special operations group 10 years ago from his home, and never returned back.
“Mainstream Media works on agenda based things, highlights selected news for the material gains - But, I try to report the untold and unheard stories of Kashmir. I am trying to dig the stories from this violence hit area of Kashmir, which often becomes challenging for me”, Azhar says with a smile on his face.
Soon after reaching the village of Lolab, Azhar introduce himself to the family, and starts enquiring about the missing family head.
Ayesha the wife of the missing person has five children, all young.
Azhar removes his flip camera from his bag and puts it on a tripod and starts interviewing Ayesha. A sad feeling could be felt inside the room until the interview was done. When we returned to his home, Azhar sat down to prepare the script of his P2C, an abbreviation of what in television lingo refers to 'Piece to Camera'. I used to find myself excluded from consumption and production of videos so far, but I have got a best tool now in my hand, maintains Azhar.
If we want to change the way people think we must change the way the media operates. Community media can become a global movement because of the cost of technology and the ease of distribution. Everyone knows me as a reporter here, am proud to bring some change at the local level by using my camera.
Fractured communities - how one corporation’s fracking plans are setting neighbours against each another
A small village in North Yorkshire is becoming bitterly divided over a company's proposal to drill for shale gas on their doorstep
Sarah Banks
You would be hard pushed to find a more peaceful setting. A crooked public footpath signpost leads you down a potholed pebble track past open fields of golden stubble and grazing cattle with only the sound of birds to break the silence.
The tranquillity of this quintessentially English scene on a warm August afternoon gives no hint of the conflict that this site is stirring up within the local community. The picturesque and popular tourist destination on the edge of the North Yorkshire Moors, in the north of England, is just one of several sites in the UK that has been given over to frack for shale gas.
It is currently the only live application following North Yorkshire County Council’s decision at the end of July to validate the planning application by global corporation Third Energy to start a British fracking industry here in the district of Ryedale. The plan threatens to divide the community of Kirby Misperton. As well as protest marches and meetings, the debate rages on social media and in the letters pages of the local and regional press.
The chair of the village’s parish council, Paul Wicks, is well aware of the devastating effect that the fracking proposal is having on the local community. “While there are many in Kirby Misperton who are opposed to fracking, this view isn’t universal in the village,” he explains. “The application has introduced a tension in the village between those who are opposed and those who believe the process can be managed safely and that there is a national need for more gas that overrides any local concerns. This tension is not good for our community. I would really like local people to be well informed about what is proposed and to be able to have a proper say in whether they want this for their local community. However, it is very difficult to separate facts from opinions.”
Pro and anti camps emerge
In a recent development, a campaign group supporting Third Energy and the gas industry in Ryedale has emerged. FORGE, or Friends of Ryedale Gas Exploration, backs the fracking application and believes the area should be proud of its long association with the gas industry and the part it plays in creating jobs and business opportunities.
The main opposition to Third Energy’s proposal comes from Frack-Free Ryedale, which is fighting plans by Third Energy, which is owned by a subsidiary of Barclay’s Bank, to start fracking. Frack-Free Ryedale fears the impact extracting this fossil fuel will have on the environment, both locally and globally.
“It is ultimately the lives of ordinary people living here that are being affected and destroyed,” says artist Sue Gough, who runs Frack Free Kirby Misperton, one of nine local Frack Free groups.
We don’t like this attitude of we won’t know how safe it is until we try.
Sue lives a mile from the proposed fracking site at Kirby Misperton and I am speaking to her the day after the UK government has granted 27 more licences to frack across 1,000 square miles of English countryside, mainly in the north-east and north-west of England. The proposed drilling site is already an established well site and is less than half a mile south of Kirby Misperton, a village until now better known as the home of Flamingoland Leisure Park and Zoo, the most visited paid-for attraction in North Yorkshire.
“It’s been quite a gentle campaign with much of the debate taking place in the local pub,” says Gough. “I think because gas companies have been extracting gas here for years people aren’t always concerned at first. But fracking for shale gas is completely different from conventional gas extraction. I often get into conversation about fracking in the local pub. Quite often the person I am talking to hasn’t thought too much about it, then when I explain more about it they start to look worried. What we are concerned about in the short term is the noise, the light pollution and traffic. In the long term we are worried about particles being emitted and seeping into the soil, which will affect agriculture and livestock. We don’t like this attitude of we won’t know how safe it is until we try. The establishment are doing all they can to keep this all under wraps.”
I tell Gough I am surprised not to see more anti-fracking posters in the village itself and around the site. “We are in the process of printing more posters, bigger posters,” says Gough. “We are getting more people involved and are planning more meetings to inform people what is happening.”
Inconspicuous
The boundary of KM8, as the potential fracking site is known, is surrounded by a natural screening and apart from a few weather-beaten planning application notices pinned to telegraph poles and a couple of Third Energy’s “Keep out” signs, the site currently looks fairly inconspicuous.
Perhaps it’s the fact that there has been an existing well site at Kirby Misperton for more than 20 years that makes some people living local to the site appear ambivalent. This is what prompted local businesswoman Lorraine Allanson to set up the pro-fracking group, FORGE in July this year. Her motivation, she says, was having lived through a similar situation 20 years ago when planning permission was submitted to build the nearby Knapton Generating Station.
“The gas industry is an inherent part of the economy here in Ryedale and now has the chance to develop in a way that will benefit the whole community,” says Allanson, who runs an award-winning B&B and self-catering cottages a few miles from Kirby Misperton. “The Knapton Generating Station was to be, and still is, the largest electricity generating station in its use of onshore gas in the UK. Back then we were deluged with protesters who said the same as the anti-fracking movement is proclaiming now. We were told it would destroy our livelihood of farming and tourism. I lived through the fear of deadly gas clouds over the valley, death of livestock, crop failure and tourists not wanting to come to Ryedale. Not one of those things materialised. The long, tedious propaganda game that the anti movement uses in such situations is cruel and very stressful to the local population.”
Recently letters in the press have got more personal in tone between the anti and pro-fracking supporters, while comments below the stories are even more vitriolic.
The letters pages of the daily newspaper, The Yorkshire Post, and the local weekly, The Gazette and Herald, feature a regular stream of letters from local people about Third Energy’s proposal to frack. Some are directed at Third Energy and at the local Conservative MP for Thirsk and Malton, Kevin Hollinrake, who admits that fracking is the biggest issue in his constituency. But, more recently, some letters have got more personal in tone between the anti and pro-fracking supporters. The comments below the online newspaper stories are even more vitriolic, with some accusing the anti-fracking groups of NIMBYism (“not in my back yard” mentality), in only caring about house prices over the environment.
Chris Redston of Frack Free Ryedale is quick to counter this accusation. “One myth about Frack Free is that of NIMBYism. It’s more a case of NOOP - not on our planet. There is great environmental solidarity between groups, not just in the UK but around the world.” He says that most of Frack Free’s 2,000 plus members are retirees. “Geriactivists, if you like. I would say 50% of our members are retired.”
FORGE’s members are also from the more mature age group, says Allanson, as well as former employees of the gas industries. “I receive support from many who have lost their jobs due to campaigners who swayed the decision in Lancashire to not allow hydraulic fracturing. Their actions have affected people’s livelihoods right now. These people are proud and wish to work. I ask how many jobs do the protesters create?”
With so much opposition to fracking at local, national and international levels - fracking is banned in France, Germany and New York, with plans for a ban in Holland - why do people actively support it and who is funding the pro-fracking groups?
“I decided to initially fund FORGE myself,” says Allanson, whose adverts feature in the local press. “I have since received some other small donations from ordinary people. Why is that so difficult for the anti-fracking campaigners to accept?”
Jobs, or not?
FORGE feels that some people may be afraid to emerge as supporters because of the huge opposition to fracking. “People I talk to are afraid to stick their heads above the parapet,” says Allanson. “But many sensible people realise we need to do this if we believe in energy security and creating our own home-grown industry in the UK”.
She admits that the initial test frack will not create many local jobs, but says it is in the future that Ryedale will benefit. “We need to be ready to offer the kind of services the exploration company will require. These range from engineering, ground works, accommodation and food suppliers. This will create many indirect jobs. This area needs investment. There are few opportunities for new ventures in our area.”
Redston disagrees that the fracking industry will create new jobs. “It will create zero new jobs. The government’s energy and climate change secretary Amber Rudd talks of 60,000 new jobs being created across the UK, but that’s not exactly a jobs boom. There would need to be thousands of wells for a jobs boom.”
Clearly, the situation in Ryedale is just one example of how global exploration for fossil fuels by huge multinational corporations is having a significant and complex effect on what were once tightly knit communities.
Local people have no power to decide for themselves what they think is best for their local community.
Wicks says he has learned a lot since Third Energy’s announcement to proceed with a planning application to frack in November 2014. “I have read many articles both in favour and against, and taken time to come to my own conclusions. I will concede that it might be possible to do hydraulic fracturing safely, that the fears of contamination, earthquakes, silicosis, industrialisation of the countryside, devastation of local tourism and dropping house prices might never happen, but I do not think it is necessary to take the risk.”
Having had its planning permission validated, the next stage for Third Energy is to await the outcome of an application to the Environment Agency for two permits. These relate to how the well-site operates mainly in dealing with things like disposing of waste, groundwater activity and monitoring of radioactive substances. Once the company has these permits their application will go to a planning meeting at North Yorkshire County Council in November.
In all that is happening, what Wicks finds particularly aggravating is that there is no democratic way for local people or local government to decide if fracking should be allowed in a particular area. “The message from central government is that they could override any planning decision made by the county council, while the district council was unable to agree a form of wording that said they were opposed to fracking in Ryedale - even if they had, it wouldn’t mean the district council could prevent fracking in Ryedale.
“This all leaves local people who are opposed to fracking with a sense of powerlessness and the parish council with no power to decide what is best for the local community. So I am cross that local people have no power to decide for themselves what they think is best for their local community, I am cross that the cohesion of our local community is being threatened by this proposal and I am cross that the needs of rural communities always seem to be ignored. And I do wonder if I could be more effective in opposing fracking if I were not chairman of the local parish council.”
With opinion so divided, it is hard to see an outcome that won’t leave people in this community feeling deeply aggrieved at a planning process which they feel has failed to listen to their voices.
A neo-republican critique of constitutionalism
Scott
While the issue of ‘special interests’ is particularly problematic from the perspective of neo-republicanism it is equally concerning from a liberal viewpoint. So, rather than launch into a lengthy exegesis of various theories, I want to start with a relatively uncontroversial claim: in general (there will always be exceptions) it is inappropriate for some people’s interests to be treated with greater respect than others. It would be inappropriate, for example, if the government decided to restrict the franchise to property owning men over 21.
This ‘equal consideration of interests’ claim is compatible with a broad range of views on a myriad of topics. We might find, for example: that a libertarian opposes an extensive state and high taxes because it ‘enslaves’ some people to finance the lives of others; or that an egalitarian advocates extensive redistribution and state interventionism to ensure that everyone is able to lead a minimally decent life.
This principle of equal consideration, however, does not inform contemporary political practice. Indeed, stretching as far back as Cicero we find that theorists, of different traditions, have advocated constitutionalism to protect special interests, and ensure that they enjoy greater support than other interests.
Consider the following two examples.
The common good, for James Madison, ‘consists in the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the right of acquiring and using property, and generally of pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.’ In Federalist 10, he goes on to argue that the majority of individuals are irrational, selfish, and self-interested, and unable to prioritise the common good over their own private needs, necessitating constitutional mechanisms to ensure that Madison’s own interests (i.e. his belief that property ownership is fundamental to freedom and happiness) would always enjoy a degree of protection. We find such a concern enshrined in the US Constitution, which Madison, sometimes referred to as the father of the US constitution, helped to write. Indeed, the Fifth Amendment states that individuals cannot, ‘be deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation (my emphasis).’ Now, whether readers agree with Madison or not is largely irrelevant, all that is relevant, here, is that an interest in private property is just one interest among many: we can imagine that other people might have preferred a system of communal or common ownership. But, in including this interest within the Constitution, the issue becomes partially depoliticised and the interest is accorded a degree of legislative protection: people can democratically challenge how private property ought to be understood, but it is up to the judiciary to uphold this right, and protect it from popular challenge.
The second example, is the UK’s House of Lords which is currently comprised of 785 members, whose function is to scrutinise bills passed by the lower house, offer amendments where they deem appropriate, and delay bills, forcing reconsideration in the commons. The Lords fulfil a ‘checking’ function over the UK’s government. Of those 785 members, 88 are hereditary peers, and 26 comprise the Lords Spiritual, who are members of the established Church of England. The other members are appointed by the Queen, at the recommendation of the Prime Minister or the House of Lords Appointment Committee. While the general composition and function of the Lords can be the subject to a number of critiques, owing to the unelected status of its members, nepotism, and the ‘cash for honours’ scandals, I want to restrict the focus here to just the position of the Lords Spiritual. This is not to say that hereditary peerage, or the above issues are not a concern for this discussion, but that it is necessary to isolate one issue in order to evidence how one subset of interests enjoy a protected status within contemporary societies.
The problem with this arrangement, that 26 seats in the Lords are reserved for members of the Church of England, is that it ensures that one subset of interests always enjoys a degree of privilege and protection over others. Consider that in 2011, the Office for National Statistics published census data showing that Christians have decreased from 71.7% of the population in 2001, to 59.3% in 2011, that a quarter of all British subjects have no religion, and there has been an increase in the number of Muslims from 3% in 2001 to 4.8% in 2011. Additionally, while 59.3% of the population identified as Christian, there is no mention of denomination (it is likely that less than 59.3% are followers of the Church of England but it is not necessary for the argument how large a proportion this is).
So, despite at least 40% of the population adhering to a different or no faith, the Church of England enjoys a guaranteed voice in matters of governance, and are able to ensure that their interests are respected by the government through the Lords’ delaying powers. Other denominations and atheists do not enjoy a similar status, and must instead rely on appointed/hereditary peers acting in accordance with their views. This is not to say that these interests won’t be represented, clearly there are Muslim/atheist/Hindu peers who may represent these religious interests but, unlike the Church of England, they are not guaranteed representation and do not enjoy a protected position with the Lords.
The problem in both of these examples, to my mind, is that democracy, and the principle of equal consideration of interests, is undermined through a reliance on constitutionalism. In each example, interests which enjoy constitutional protections come to enjoy a greater influence over society, and people are socialised into seeing a certain arrangement as normal, natural, or unproblematic, making it harder for those who hold contrary views to challenge existing ideals. Take gun ownership in the US: many US citizens view gun ownership as a fundamental right, and reformists find themselves at a disadvantage in attempting to change this arrangement.
The solution is to rethink our reliance on the rule of law and constitutionalism, and instead focus on democracy as channel for the public’s interests. To avoid situations where some interests come to exert an inordinate amount of influence over society, it is necessary to ensure that there is a level playing field, where all issues are subject to popular decision-making. A start would be to reconstitute the Lords as an elected body, or one selected by lot, and to consider a rewriting of the US Constitution.
Indian women: living in constant fear
Sodhi
In a bid to provide a better policing atmosphere, Northern Indian state Haryana has started all-women police stations all its 21 districts of the state on the eve of Raksha Bandhan, the Hindu festival symbolising brother-sister bond.
“The step promises an environment conducive to fearless reporting and sensitive investigation of crimes against women by only women police officers manning one women police station in every district,” Haryana Director General of Police (DGP) YP Singhal told the media in Chandigarh in a recently held press conference.
Such steps are not uncommon in Northern part of India these days. Government agencies are taking various steps to ensure safety of women and address the problems associated with fairer sex.
Country’s National Crime Records Bureau of India in a report said that crime against women witnessed an increased 6.4% during the year 2012. The report further said that there were a total of 244,270 incidents of crime against women were reported the year, almost one incident every three minutes. In the year 2011, there were 228,650 such incidents were reported from various parts of the country.
Of the women living in India, 7.5% live in West Bengal where 12.7% of the total reported crime against women occurs. Andhra Pradesh is home to 7.3% of India’s female population and accounts for 11.5% of the total reported crimes against women.
Sociologists say that crimes against women are high in Northern part of the country, but most of the time they go unreported. One of the key reasons is unfriendly nature of police force, largely dominated by men.
That is why almost every state in Indian is working on the Idea of all women police station. These police stations would investigate various crimes against women such as stalking, dowry death, foeticide, molestation, sexual harassment, disrobing, voyeurism, abduction, elopement, kidnapping, rape, dowry harassment, sodomy, illegal second marriage, abetment to suicide and child marriage (in case of female child).
Besides, of cases of immoral trafficking, dowry, and under the Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act, Protection of Woman against Domestic Violence Act, the Information Technology Act (if the offence is committed against women), Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act and other laws are also tackled by women in uniform.
Haryana’s adjoining Delhi, India’s national capital, is also planning to launch an all-women cab service. This is keeping in view of the increasing number of crimes against women in buses and taxis in the city which is often referred as rape capital of the country. In India a rape occurs every 22 minutes in India, according to National Crime Records Bureau.
In the last few months at least two incidents were reported where cab drivers allegedly raped the female rider. In December 2013, a woman was raped and brutally murdered in a moving city bus. The issue hit the national headlines and forced the government to think of stringent action those involved in the crime.
The civic agency had planned to launch the cab service named “Shakti” with a fleet of 20 taxis. However, the date of official lunch is yet to announced.
In January 2011, the International Men and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES) Questionnaire reported that 24% of Indian men had committed sexual violence at some point during their lives.
Besides, even women are fast realising that they are responsible for their security. There has been a significant increase in self-defence classes for young girls across Delhi. A group called, Red Brigade, teaches girls how to protect themselves from attackers in Lucknow in Northern India. The group members are always dressed in red and black.
There has also been an increase in the sale of pepper sprays. Besides, a manufacturer launched a gun especially for women last year.
The biggest question, however, is would these initiatives will help to stop crime against woman at ground level or will just remain a Public relation exercise for the authorities.
The climate movement needs to turn off the war machine
Capitalism drives war, and they both fuel climate change, argues Steve Rushton
Steve Rushton
Tackling climate change is about making personal decisions to reduce your carbon footprint, trains not planes for instance, but this is not the whole story. Carbon emissions link directly to the capitalist system, and responsibilities differentiate greatly. We need system change or face climate change. The largest culprits are the 1%. It is down to those that profit from oil companies, carbon intense mining and extractive industries; responsibility lies with the finance industry that invests in new dirty energy projects, in big agriculture, the aviation industry and other industries with a vested interest in business as usual continuing. A green revolution requires removing the power (and wealth) from the 1%.
Yet, one thing is often missing from the climate change discourse: the war machine. The International Panel on Climate Change does not even count all military climate emissions within their targets. The IPCC of course is the international institution tasked with solving the escalating climate catastrophe. And war emissions are significant. For instance, the US military is single biggest user of fossil fuels in the whole world. During the Iraq War alone an estimated 250–600 million tonnes of CO2e (C02 equivalent) was used, in comparison, the UK uses just over the top end of this amount each year.
Thinking on the lines of people reducing their own emissions, it would be odd to think that military personnel ever take serious measures to reduce their own carbon bootprint. Combat pilots probably don’t ever fly their jet fighters with economic consideration, tank drivers are unlikely to minimise journeys, and when naval sailors are given orders they probably do not think whether this the most ecological thing to do. This is for obvious reasons: military life is geared to avoiding death for your side and killing others. The ethos of war is about being the fastest, largest and most powerful.
War therefore is not only an unnecessary tragedy of human suffering that kills one person every minute, 90% of whom are civilians. At its core the military machine has an absolute disregard for the environment, which suggests the climate movement dovetails with the anti-arms and peace movements.
War and military power have always aided big business. The East Indian Company ruled India before British colonial rule with an army of 200,000, a greater number than many states. Today history repeats itself. More often, war is waged by private firms such as G4S with oil companies and other corporations buying their own armies.
Dwight Eisenhower forewarned how the business of war was growing to dominate the post-World War II capitalist system. In his farewell address as US President he asserted that the military industrial complex – meaning the arms manufacturers and military – had a vested interest in lobbying for more wars.
Today’s reality appears beyond Eisenhower’s nightmare, business as usual relies on a military industrial complex to remain in perpetual motion. It is worth noting Britain has not known peace for 100 years. And that the oil industry is central to capitalism and intertwined with war: over half military conflicts since 1973 are said to be motivated by petro-interests. US military policy discussions assert oil will be a central motivation for war throughout the 21st Century. Today the revolving door between the government, military, arms industry and oil industries spins so quickly they could all be considered part of the military industrial complex. With the corporate press majority owned by a handful of billionaires, this too could be considered another wing of the military industrial complex.
Wars create profit opportunities for various corporations. After the NATO bombing and regime change in Libya British Defence Secretary Philip Hammond candidly said:
“Libya is a relatively wealthy country with oil reserves, and I expect there will be opportunities for British and, indeed, other companies to get involved in the reconstruction.”
Following its support of the NATO-led mission, Britain sent a trade mission, headed by Lord Marland, a UK trade envoy who also has a broad portfolio of financial interests including insurance, property and investments. Marland’s role on behalf of the British Government was to secure contracts, he went with business leaders involved in arms, construction, oil and health companies.
The notion of bombing a country only to then earn money rebuilding it, seems like a scene from Joseph Heller’s novel Catch-22, about the obscene paradoxes of war. Taking an overview of the relationship between the war machine and climate change, we move from Heller to the Orwellian.
The war machine takes a lot of fossil fuels in its role to secure more fossil fuels. In political terms securing oil is euphemistically called securing our ‘national interests.’ In reality continuing our dependency on fossil fuels runs against almost every person’s interests, with the exception of the owners of big oil, big finance and the few who profit from the war businesses. The decision to invade Iraq provides a perfect example. It is widely acknowledged that it was waged due to lobbying by handful of billionaires, whilst millions took to the streets in protest.
There is another Orwellian point about those profiting from war; 72% of global weapons are produced by the five permanent members on the UN Security Council.
The war machine has other self-perpetuating mechanisms linking oil to arms. Often the worst thing for a country in the Global South is discovering an abundance of raw materials, particularly fossil fuels, at least for the majority of its population; Nigeria, Saudi Arabia and Kazakhstan showcase this point. Broadly speaking oil can enable dictators to arise; their governments have a steady supply of money, circumventing the need to rely on tax revenues, so they can continue in luxury and brutally suppress their population. This downward spiral has almost without exceptions been encouraged by the oil hungry military industrial complex, fronted by Western politicians. It may be surprising to many that even ISIS has been able to integrate itself into the global capitalist economy. It is more broadly recognised that Britain sells Israel weapons, despite its long history of human rights violations, in large part to assist in dominating the region’s oil.
The Western states’ willingness to trade oil for weapons only encourages dictators further. On the export sides, the Western states uses weapons and security to fund the oil purchases, to reclaim some of the ‘Petro-dollars’. This whole process explains why so many despotic regimes find themselves the darlings of Western powers.
Saudi Arabia is one key example; historically, it is the world’s largest oil exporter. Its brutal regime publically stones women and will torture and kill its citizens. Nevertheless the UK alone sold £1.6 billion of arms each year to the country. Its friendship with the British establishment was again cemented in January this year when Saudi King Abdullah died. Subsequently, PM David Cameron was criticised for responding about his sadness at the death.
With Orwellian undertones, Cameron continued: “I sincerely hope that the long and deep ties between our two kingdoms will continue and that we can continue to work together to strengthen peace and prosperity in the world.”
Cameron, Prince Charles and Barack Obama all personally paid their respects after King Abdullah’s death, but there is one event that cements the UK’s relationship as one of the world’s arm dealers in chief even further. This is the biennial DSEi arms fair held in London Dockland’s massive ExCel Centre. Co-organised by the UK government, it is the largest arms fair in the world.
“DSEi provides a good opportunity for us to showcase our latest equipment, meet international partners and enhance our already strong relationships.” Said Philip Dunne MP, Minister of State for Defence Procurement. He is one of at least two cabinet ministers who will be speaking at the 2015 event.
Judging by previous DSEi guest-list these ‘international partners’ include a who’s who of oil rich despotic human rights abusing regimes. On 2013, the UK government invited 14 authoritarian regimes, 9 countries identified by the UK Foreign Office with “the most serious wide-ranging human rights concerns” and 6 countries at war the previous year.
The UK government’s support for the global business is encapsulated by DSEi. Every year, sellers are caught selling weapons banned by international conventions, such as torture equipment (e.g. in 2013, 2011, 2007 and 2005) and weapons banned by international law (e.g. in 2011, 2009 & 2007). And while these violations go unpunished, the UK state spends millions in policing the event to prevent protesters halting the illegal and immoral arms sales.
The underlying current behind DSEi is that the British government will support the business of death, war and security without questions. When you consider the interconnected relationship between arms for fossil fuels, it explains why the government seem so obsessed with pushing arms. Reciprocally, it suggests that the climate movement needs to galvanise even closer with the anti-war activists. Shutting down DSEi would be a massive step towards challenging the arms industry and creating a system beyond fossil fuels.
Shutting down the war business would not only stop the immeasurable suffering for both people and planet. The human energy and endeavour that goes into war could be transformed into socially useful progressive projects.
Instead of selling death, the ExCeL Centre could host a renewables community energy fair. Rather than pumping money into weapons, trident and war, the UK government could use this money to create 1 million climate jobs. In turn, the scientific expertise in building weapons – just like the expertise from the oil industry – could easily be redirected to make renewables. A positive climate future is not that difficult to imagine: but to reach it we need to shut down the business of war.
Politicians and unconventional oil and gas - a fracking disgrace
There's a reason both the Tories and Labour are rather fracking keen on shale - Steve Topple exposes the web of City finance and company directors influencing their energy policies
Steve Topple
On Tuesday 18 August, like a (literal) thief in the night, the Oil and Gas Authority (OGA) quietly announced that “27 onshore blocks from the 14th Onshore Oil and Gas Licensing Round will be formally offered to companies.”
Or, to you and me, the starting gun was fired for the theft of our land by fast-track fracking.
If the 27 licences are granted, along with another 132 available later in the year, that will mean 9,880 sq. miles of new land licensed for fracking, taking the minimum potential total to around 17,100 sq. miles, or 13% of England. This, however, works on the assumption that “protected areas“ will actually be protected. If not the figure will be nearer an eye-watering 36%.
The Guardian, one of the few papers that covered the story, described it as follows: “The 2,700 sq. km (1,040 sq. miles) of land in 27 blocks of 10km x 10km will not be formally offered until a second much larger tranche, covering areas in the north-east, the West Country and the Isle of Wight believed to be ecologically sensitive, have been assessed under environmental measures.”
This is further to the closure of an Environment Agency (EA) public consultation in June on rule changes regarding “unconventional onshore oil and gas exploration” and the granting of licences for this (or, if you prefer, it told the public to “mind their own business” about fast-track fracking). If the proposed rule changes go ahead it will mean that fracking companies will be able to apply for “standard” permits (as opposed to “bespoke” ones that currently exist) to test, with acid-based fracturing, at what point rock becomes permeable enough to frack into.
The Independent wrote: “The changes will sidestep the need for public consultation in England. Under the proposed new permit regime, the EA will no longer visit the site and conduct a thorough environmental audit before drawing up a set of tailored requirements for the exploration company. Instead, it will create a one-size-fits-all permit based on a set of rules that will be awarded to oil and gas companies showing they can meet the criteria.
Paying lip service to public consultation
In a typically snide government manoeuvre, the consultation was opened in March with the usual fanfare of a wet fart; therefore it only came to activists and the media’s attention four days before the closing date for objections – too late to garner any mass support.
Our government (via the OGA) gleefully announced: “It’s important we press on and get shale moving, while maintaining strong environmental controls. Investment in shale could reach £33bn and support 64,000 jobs creating financial security for hard-working people and their families, while providing a cost-efficient bridge to lower-carbon energy use.”
It’s no wonder the OGA are excited by the prospect of fracking 13% of England. Its chief executive, Andy Samuel, was managing director of BG Group, an oil and gas multinational, until January. BG Group is owned by Shell, naturally.
As is usually the case with anything that is remotely in the public interest, the Scottish government has halted fracking outright, until such time it may consider it safe, and the Welsh Assembly has said it will block any applications that are thrown its way.
What possible interest could HSBC have in fracking the UK?
So why the Conservative and Labour obsession with something that we have so “little experience of what can go wrong with the geology in the UK” on? (A Greenpeace scientist’s words, not mine.) The answer lies, as always, in parliament’s relationship with the City of London.
Now, here comes the science bit – CONCENTRATE!
Let’s pick a company out of thin air. Say… HSBC? What possible interest could it have in fracking the UK?
The Conservatives employed Ben Moxham in the last parliament as an energy and climate change adviser. Moxham was previously vice-president of a company called Riverstone Holdings, an “energy and power-focused private investment firm”. Riverstone holds a 42% share in a company called Cuadrilla, which has been granted licences to explore fracking in Lancashire and West Sussex. Cuadrilla’s banking services are provided by HSBC.
Labour employed Dr John Roberts to advise it on its fracking policy for the general election. Roberts is chairperson of the New Energy Investment arm of a company called BlackRock, which specifically advises on portfolios relating to shale gas. BlackRock is a multinational investment company, whose trustees for many of its investments are HSBC.
“It’s a fluke!” I hear you cry.
OK, let’s try another one - PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC). Surely they can’t be hot for fracking as well?
The Conservative Baroness Sarah Hogg is a director at the Treasury. Hogg is a non-executive director and shareholder at BP. BP operates 48 shale extraction sites in the US alone. PwC is BP’s internal auditor.
Labour employed Sir John Armitt to conduct a consultation into infrastructure and energy policy in the UK, for the general election. Armitt sits on the management advisory board of Siemens. Siemens earns $11bn a year from selling equipment for shale extraction. PwC is Siemens’ internal auditor.
The donor adviser
However, one of the most telling threads of this web surrounds a businessman named Algy Cluff. Cluff owns several companies, all directly involved in the exploration of “unconventional oil and gas”. One of these companies, Cluff Natural Resources, has agreed to “collaborate” with multinational vultures Halliburton on UK exploration, which in turn works with Shell, internationally.
Unsurprisingly, Cluff is a Conservative Party donor – mainly to Ken Clarke, whose constituency of Rushcliffe falls in the boundaries of an exploration licence for fracking.
But, Cluff also had direct influence over Labour fracking policy for the general election – two of his employees – a director and a consultant, advised on the study that underpinned the party’s policy and also the amendments it tabled to the Infrastructure Bill – which the Tories accepted.
You could say Labour is the greater of the evils in this, as it specifically ignored direct advice from Friends of the Earth telling them to back a full moratorium on fracking. Instead it plumped for their Tory donor-instigated “amendments”, which have now been proven not to be worth the brown envelope they were written on.
Whether an outright moratorium would have got through parliament in January, when it was voted on, had Labour had backed it, is irrelevant. Their incessant capitulation to anything but the public’s best interests is, quite frankly, shocking.
Policies regarding shale gas have no basis in public or environmental issues - they are purely steered by the industry and its degenerate corporate backers.
The nefarious hand of fracking is even grasping at the Labour leadership contest. Liz Kendall’s campaign has been enriched to the tune of £10,000 by Clive Hollick, director of Honeywell Inc., which “offers a broad range of key technologies and products that allow shale and conventional gas producers to remove contaminants from natural gas and recover high-value natural gas liquids used for petrochemicals and fuel.” Kendall, oddly, has barely mentioned fracking of late.
These are just four examples from a veritable spider’s web of connections surrounding big business, finance, the two major parties and fracking that could be documented over several encyclopedias. But the running theme is always the same; their policies regarding shale gas have no basis in public or environmental issues - they are purely steered by the industry and its degenerate corporate backers.
It is, though, telling that in June the EU Parliament voted, albeit symbolically, for a moratorium on fracking “until this is proven safe for the environment, citizens and workers”. While this has no practical implications, it epitomises the shifting of feelings towards shale on the continent, which is fast becoming a non-starter.
However, the EU chose not to officially regulate on fracking last year – oddly, after lobbying from the UK’s top civil servant in Brussels.
Ivan Rogers (previously a private secretary to David Cameron) said of EU legislation: “We will need a longer term strategy to manage the risks [from restrictive legislation on fracking] including … an influencing strategy for the new European parliament and commission.“
Rogers is a former banker at Barclays Capital and Citigroup.
Honest politicians? Working for us? In a democracy?
What a fracking joke.
Ecofiction: creating environmental awareness
“They kept coming at him from the air—noiseless, silent, save for the beating wings. The terrible, fluttering wings. He could feel the blood on his hands, his wrists, upon his neck. If only he could keep them from his eyes. Nothing else mattered.” — The Birds, Daphne Du Maurier
Trisha Bhattacharya
The earth’s environment is not the sole property of the human race. Something fragile is endangered when millions of gallons of oil enter into oceans, when deforestation occurs on a large scale, and when animals are poached and hunted. Something precious is lost when the natural habitats of birds and animals are destroyed, or exposed to pollutants and dangerous elements.
Commercial interests are wearing out our association with nature. However, this annihilation of the earth’s environment is insidious. It is gradually thwarting and upsetting the ecological balance of the planet. Environment on the whole or specific to a particular region and its relation to the organisms constitutes ecology. The environment and the organisms that live in it are interdependent. The biological significance of this symbiotic arrangement is immense.
To tamper with one small portion means puncturing the whole. Therefore, this coexistence needs to be maintained. Human beings need to understand this need for ecological balance. They should be informed and made aware. Although non-fiction has an active role to play in the dispersal of this knowledge, storytelling is considered a reliable conduit to transfer this information because people absorb fictive stories deeply. Fiction also has the ability to reach readers who otherwise have no interest in any scientific discussions on the subject.
Written narratives create awareness
Storytelling in the form of written narratives can also thereby create this awareness among humans. An offshoot of fiction called ecofiction has been a platform for creating environmental awareness, for a long time. In the following passages are delivered two narratives, to serve as examples of ecofiction. These two stories are merely representative of a substantial range of ecofiction already written.
The story The Birds is written by Daphne Du Maurier, an English author. This narrative is reflective of a dangerous but possible outcome of climatic change. In the story, environmental destruction has caused severe climatic upheavals, birds have become hunters, and this has directly affected humans.
Nat Hocken lives on a wartime disability pension and works three days a week on a farm in England. His family includes his wife and two children, Jill and Johnny. The Triggs, a farmer and his wife are their next door neighbours. The farm is in a town in Cornwall, quite a distance from London. Winters are approaching, and the cold east wind has swept into the region. His neighbour tells Nat that it would be colder this winter, and he turns out to be right.
Overnight, the temperatures drop, the skies darken, and a threatening haze looms over them. Shockingly, Nat and his children are attacked by ordinary birds – robins and wrens – during the night, having left their windows open. Nat wrestles with the violent birds, a blanket over his head, and protects his family from the sudden onslaught. In the morning, when he returns to the children’s room, there are fifty dead birds on the floor.
Jill goes to school the next morning. However, the day turns into a series of unexpected events. Nat discusses the bird attacks with Mrs Triggs, who does not believe him and asks him to write to the Guardian instead. Nat heads towards the beach, to bury the dead birds from the earlier night, but is shocked by the sight of thousands and thousands of seagulls riding the waves, waiting, for something. They are gathering – but for what? Nat does not know for sure, but he already has an idea.
He plugs the doors, windows and chimneys of his house. He fetches Jill from the bus stop and warns Mr Triggs on the way. The farmer shows him the gun with which he is planning to shoot the gulls and asks him to join him. Nat refuses. On Nat’s request, Triggs takes Jill to Nat’s cottage in his car, while Nat follows them on foot. By the time Nat nears the door of his house, the gulls, wheeling above, dive into him, injuring him. He survives a fierce suicidal attack from a gannet before his wife pulls him inside the house.
Some climatic imbalance has caused an unnatural reaction from the birds, and as is broadcast on the wireless, no city or town in England is being spared by the hooligan birds, including London. People are advised to stay indoors, and a national emergency is announced. Nat fends off bird hostilities in the following days. Hawks, kestrels, buzzards and falcons also join the suicidal mission. Nat later finds out that the gulls attack only with the flood tide.
The killer seagulls kill the Triggs. Nat stocks his house with food and essentials from the farm that would last them a couple of days while the seagulls are away and the other birds are resting. The family waits for news from the city, but the broadcasts have stopped. Birds have turned into predators. And they will not stop. Now only his family’s survival is on Nat’s mind.
This story is representative of the grave repercussions of climatic change, apart from the author’s personal inspirations for writing the story. Severe consequences could be faced by future generations if concrete and metal gradually replaced large portions of greenery and water bodies on the planet. No wonder there have been continuous missions to find life sources on other planets.
The Hermit’s Story, by Rick Bass, an American writer, and an environmental activist, is a story with a subtle message. The story could redirect many readers’ thoughts to the natural world. It is a story set in an icy and snow-capped landscape. There is no terrifying message being sent out in this story as in the first story. However, the evocative description of a few shades of the natural world in the story causes one to gasp at the beautiful offerings of nature in the winters. It also portrays results of environmental ruins, hidden under layers.
The story opens in descriptive tones of a beautiful blue and white blending of light and snow. Susan and the narrator are in Ann and Roger’s house on the hills, away from the plains, for Thanksgiving dinner. Ann narrates to them a personal incident in Saskatchewan from twenty years ago. She had been training six German shorthaired pointers, all at once, and was going to return the dogs to their owner, Gray Owl, and spend some time with them. She wanted him to know how to work the dogs.
To show him what the dogs had learned, they set out the next day. Ann was carrying live quails in a bag, birds she let loose, only to be retrieved by the dogs. After spending several days working with the dogs, Gray Owl and Ann decide to return to the cabin. However, post a snowstorm, they find out they are lost. They helplessly continue walking in the snow desert, helped by the thought that have a tent and some food in a backpack in case they have to camp for the night.
Soon after, they come across a frozen lake, and Gray Owl walks on it, kicking it, looking for water for his animals. He disappears into the lake while Ann is watching him from a distance. Fearing she has lost the backpack too, Ann follows him to the edge of the porthole. Ann peers into the hole, but instead of water, she sees Gray Owl waving at her from inside – there is no water in the lake. It is a dry lake, with a coating of ice. She climbs down into the hole on Gray Owl’s persuasion and with his help.
It is warm under the snowy-layering. Gray Owl explains to her that due to a cold snap in October, water has seeped into the earth, disappearing during the winters. And the snow and blizzards have turned the surface of the lake into a shroud of opaque crystal. The lake is only about eight feet deep nearer shore. Ann walks for a while and then crawls out of the lake, to guide the dogs through the same entry point. Ann and Gray Owl decide to spend the night underneath the ice, on a surface made of marsh grass, to avoid puddles on the ground.
From under the sheet of ice, translucent in places, they gaze at the starry night sky, gradually washed out by the moonlight. The cold winds from the outside merge with the warmth held under the wintry skin of ice, and Ann relives the vivid experience as she narrates. They spend a night and a day under the layer of frost. However, the group eventually find their way to the southern shore the next day.
Close to the shallow shore, they see migratory birds, snipes, immured under the ice, having found their way inside through rifts or fissures. A climatic change has perhaps destroyed their habitat and they are waiting for spring to arrive. The birds bang their heads against the ice, to avoid them, but fall unconscious to the ground. Ann tucks them in her pockets and puts the unconscious birds on the branches of trees, once the group crawl their way out. They find their truck parked on the road and return to the cabin. Ann leaves the next day.
As Ann finishes the story, the narrator feels Ann still strongly holds on to the memory of the magical journey that had taken her into a unique and revealing place. The blue lingering luminosity of snow, escaping and entering – the orange flickering fire with which Gray Owl and Ann find their way back to the southern shore – are beautifully described. Without explication, the story binds the readers to nature and also politely gives readers signs of the threat some species might be facing.
Range of Stories
Stories that elucidate the subtle and grave consequences of climate change and destruction of the environment are numerous. Barbara Kingsolver has written many popular ecofiction novels. Some of her works include Prodigal Summer and Flight Behaviour. The latter is a fictional account of the plight of monarch butterflies, who as a consequence of climate change, are moving to another region to survive. The story of their appearance in millions, interspersed with the life of a young mother is one of the important features of the novel.
Similarly, Eco-Fiction, a brilliant collection of short stories that reveals man’s position in the environmental crisis, edited by John Stadler contains fantastic stories, including the beautifully written A White Heron by S.O. Jewett, and The Fair Young Willowy Tree by A.E. Coppard. Some other titles are also part of a remarkable range of ecofiction.Margaret Atwood’s dystopian trilogy Oryx and Crake, The Year of the Flood and MaddAddam also belong in the category.
Where the Wild Books are: A Field Guide to Ecofiction by Jim Dwyer is for readers who wish to explore ecofiction in further depth. The book contains notes, insights and recommendations on several pieces of ecofiction. It is extensively researched by the author and would appeal to many readers. According to the author, “The terms “environmental fiction,” “green fiction,” and “nature-oriented fiction” are sometimes used interchangeably with “ecofiction,” but might better be considered as categories of fiction.”
Through ecofiction, one can understand the many aftereffects of environmental devastation and how it may affect all living forms in one way or another. These stories are relevant in the context of human beings and their relation to the natural world. Their ability to create awareness about the sensitivity of the earth’s environment and climate and how this impacts us is essential.
Writer’s Website: www.trishabhattacharya.com
'Hypocrisy' of the humanitarian intervention?
Umer Beigh
A few weeks ago, 32-year-old Mohammad Hassan ran barefoot in desperation around his makeshift camp at Kalandi Kunj area of Indian Capital, Delhi; literally begging from one household to another to lend him some money so that he could shift his pregnant wife, Fahmeeda Banoo, to a nearby hospital.
As Fahmeeda cried in pain and hopelessness, Hassan toiled hard to save his wife and the baby, which was to see the light of the world on that fateful day. He barely managed to collect some INR 6000 (58£) and ensured his wife reached the hospital before the situation worsened.
“This is not a life any human deserves,” says a seemingly worried Fahmeeda, 28, who was discharged from hospital after delivering her first girl child, as she looks around her dilapidated camp. “Not least my baby daughter,” she adds.
Refugee women circling Fahmeeda, were humming orisons – for the safety of both mother and child at one makeshift camp, made of bamboo sticks and turpentine. “We knew God will not let her die in that way,” 44-year-old refugee Khadijah Banoo, believed.
Like other Rohingya refugees who fled from Myanmar’s state Rakhine, Fahmeeda’s fate has underwent many upsets. Four years before migrating to India, she lost her father in the violence after riots intensified in Myanmar. Since 2012, she is struggling in state of penury in India and her plight is no different than what United Nations termed “the most persecuted community in the world”.
Similar to this patch of land at Kalandi Kunj area - where about 60 families live in ‘abject’ conditions - there are other 61 families who have taken refuge at Darul Hijrat - the place for migrants. Most of these refugees are struggling for making the ends meet. Not many earns above INR 4000 (39.2£) a month, and almost all of them earn by working part time as labourers or rag pickers. Across India Rohingya refugee families has sprung up in regions like Hyderabad, New Delhi, Jammu, Jharkhand, Noida, Mewat, Saharanpur, Muzaffar Nagar, Aligarh, and Mumbai.
The Rohingya crisis in India rose to headlines earlier this year, in April, when 620 Rohingya families reportedly turned to United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) demanding “refugee status and rights” which so far has been deprived to them.
Crisis and mass migration
Soon after the Myanmar became independent in 1948, the crisis in the country has been doing many shifts. After the riots intensified in 2012 about 146,000 persons have so far been displaced. In the overall country’s crisis more than half of Rohingya population has shrunk. Presently 1.2 million are living in exile in different countries such as Pakistan, Malaysia, Bangladesh, Thailand and Saudi Arabia.
In 1982, the Rohingyas, a Muslim ethnic group became stateless after a law passed by the Myanmar government denied them citizenship rights. It is firmly believed the Rohingyas are basically the descendants of Arab traders. But the Burmese consul general denies this claim and says: “Rohingya are neither Myanmar people nor Myanmar’s ethnic group.”
“Burmese government considers Rohingyas as essentially economic migrants who have come from neighboring Bangladesh,” says Shiraz Ahmad, 24, a refugee who migrated to India in 2011.
Almost 25,000 Rohingya refugees are presently in India. About 6000 of these Rohingyas have been registered under UNHCR and out of them only 4500 so far have received refugee cards.
In 2013, after the Bangladesh informed Indian government about the militant groups instigating Rohingyas about avenging the ‘atrocities’ done against them, Indian intelligence agencies and home ministry has repeatedly doubted Rohingyas vulnerability of radicalization. The senior intelligence official was quoted earlier as saying, “Given the persecution they have faced at home and were forced to flee Myanmar it could be cannon fodder for jihadist organisations.”
However, in an interview with Indian magazine director of the Development and Justice Initiative that works with Rohingyas, Ravi Hemadri termed the ethnic group might be perceived as fertile group but, he says: “Rohingyas are backward and their version of Islam is liberal, not radical.”
According to Dominik Bartsch, UNHCR Chief of Mission in India, “Myanmar is embarking towards greater democratization and will have to address some of the underlying ethnic issues and agree how to live harmoniously.”
Other Myanmar refugees
Thousands other refugees who fled from Myanmar years ago to India are living across Vikaspuri area in western New Delhi. The condition of these Buddhist and Christian refugees isn’t that unappealing, though, most of them are struggling for better life. But many are living in rented rooms and are involved in some business’ or jobs.
According to 62-year-old refugee who wished not to be named says, “life in Burma was full of fear and uncertainty. I remember Van Peng of the Chin National Army (CAN) came to our house in 1999 and hours later members of the Burmese Army from Lungler Camp condoned my house and arrested him including my son and me.”
He was arrested on accusation of supporting the rebels, “They took us to Lungler Army camp where I was interrogated. Both of my legs were tied and I was blindfolded. They started punching and kicking.”
Burmese Army were infuriated why he allowed CAN member to stay at house. He added: “The officer tied my hands behind my back then pressed the length of the barrel of a rifle along my shin and with a hand on each side of the barrel grated it up and down my shinbone. The officer stuck clothes in my mouth, so that I could not cry out.”
On next morning he was interrogated further, “They burnt off my eyebrows with their smoking cigar and tried to confess from me about the whereabouts of the CNA camp,” he says. “As if I knew them. When I refused they beat me up to my pulp. After getting no information from me they threw me off. It was only then I ran and left the country next day.”
Since then he is working very hard in order to meet ends of his family. “UNHCR has a big role in providing assistance to us. Every time we face any issue in our day-to-day life we turn to them for help,” says 29-year-old Kamlanthan who is living in asylum from past six years.
However, in case of Lalril Diki, 45, who is among the number of refugees whose life has got entangled in tough situation and survival. “Even UNHCR can’t help me regularly,” she says months ago, her husband who brought her to India in 2009 has deserted her. “I have no one else in my life, no relatives and no friends. I survive by selling these wild seeds and vegetables in front of the UNHCR’s NGO at Badola Block,” she take a deep puff from a cigarette and breaks down. “I am alone and hapless.”
Of Hindu nationalism and refugees settlement
After Bhartiya Janta Party (BJP) government led by Narendra Modi took power in May 2014 an unprecedented increase in migration of South Asian Hindus happened. Modi led government in its first 100 days gave citizenship to more than four thousand Hindus and Sikhs from countries such as Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh. Out of these migrants 19,000 were given visas in the India’s Madhya Pradesh, 11,000 in Rajasthan and 4,000 in Gujarat.
In recent past, the migration of Hindus from Pakistan has reportedly accelerated and India’s border state of Rajasthan has become the favourite place for these migrants. About 400 refugee settlements have sprung up in cities like Jodhpur, Jaisalmer, Bikaner and Jaipur. Hindu refugees from Bangladesh have settled mainly in West Bengal and the northeastern states.
According to officials who accepted that approximately 200,000 Hindu and Sikh refugees from Pakistan, Bangladesh and Afghanistan are presently living on the Indian mainland. These figures by comparison with the previous United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government resettled a quarter of this number of refugees.
Many political analysts in India believes this unexpected increase is the clear outcome of policy similar to Israel’s ‘Right to Return’, which grants Jews, all over the world, the right to settle in the state of Israel. However, there are other sections who claim this policy has basically roots in the Hindutva ideology of the BJP party, which had received little attention until Narendra Modi was swept to power last year.
It is an open secret that the present BJP government has long-lasting affiliations with Hindu nationalist groups: in particular the Rashtriya Swamsevak Sangh or ‘National Volunteer Organization’, its political wing Jan Sangh (‘People’s Association’) and its auxiliaries Vishwa Hindu Parishad (‘World Hindu Council’) and Bajrang Dal (‘Party of Hanuman’). The government contains a large number of erstwhile Jan Sangh members, and Mr Modi himself is an alumnus of the RSS.
Writing in the early 20th century, the Hindu ideologue Vinayak Damodar Savarkar claimed Hindutva represents the modern expression of militant Hindu nationalism: the term encompasses an entire ideology as well as a movement: “If you wish, O Hindus, to prosper as a great and glorious Hindu Nation under the sun, and you well have a claim on it, that State must be established under the Hindu Flag. This dream would be realized during this or the coming generation.”
When in 2014 BJP campaigned Lok Sabha, India’s lower house of parliament, elections on a manifesto claiming that under their rule: “India shall remain a natural home for persecuted Hindus and they shall be welcome to seek refuge here”.
India is an open secular democracy. Why are the same rights not extended to Muslim, Buddhist, Jain or Christian minorities? Why does politics find it’s roots in religion? The answer to all these questions comes from staunch atheist VD Savarkar, who is believed to be the prophet of the Hindutva doctrine who explains the Hindutva ideology encompasses every kind of religiosity apart from the Abrahamic religions (Islam and Christianity). “Muslim[s] especially they did not own up and identify with the Hindu sanskriti (culture) as a whole. They belonged to an alien cultural matrix. Their heroes of worship and their fairs and festivals had little in common with the Hindus. They would never be loyal to India for them Hindusthan is Dar-ul-Harb, the enemy land. Territorial nationalism was unknown to them,”
Savarkar added: “Hindus are the bedrock on which independent India has to be built. Hindus [have] to be masters in their own house.”
In case of Rohingya refugees majority of whom are Muslims, the government of India is reluctant and hasn’t shown any seriousness about their settlement. Government’s stance on the issue is clear as long as the Rohingyas obtain a valid visa and a refugee card, “We have no major problem. Yes, the government is concerned about the Rohingyas at a humanitarian level. However, as far as the issue of giving them refugee rights is concerned, you have to speak to the ministry of Home Affairs,” Vikas Swarup, the ministry of external affairs was recently reported as saying.
Meanwhile, many political analysts agree with the notion that India’s example is similar to any other country which determines its stance as per its own foreign policy interest. “India too does the same as per its foreign policy. There isn’t any clear policy for Rohingyas as yet. Since the relations between India-Myanmar are cordial at this point of time, India would not like to disrupt them by any issue such as that of the Rohingya refugees,” says security analyst, Sameer Patil.
Hacks vs Firewalls
How citizens are reclaiming democratic tools and governments are resisting them
Vica
Many people in Europe believe we live in democracies, and I did too until a few years ago. I was never impressed with politicians, but I did believe that citizens had democratic rights and tools in their hands to call their governments to account on matters that were important to them.
Elections, referendums, demonstrations and public consultations are some of the instruments that have been used by citizens to influence the decisions of those in power. These are democratic tools that were fought for in the past, and reflect the technical means for political participation that were available in the last century. With the development of new technologies and the increased literacy of citizens, we can expect in the coming years a proliferation of new powerful tools for democratic engagement that will allow us not only to influence government decisions, but to take an active part in the decision making itself.
We are already seeing inspiring experimentation, from the development of new software such as Loomio or democracyOS, to proposals for different models of governance like liquid democracy and holacracy. But as we start to see the germination of new possibilities, those existing democratic rights and tools we have obtained so far are being increasingly eroded or are dismissed at will by our political elites.
Many remember the world taking to the streets against the Iraq war in 2003, when 36 million people across the globe took part in almost 3,000 protests. Unfortunately we then learnt that our voices and mobilisation, no matter how numerous, will not be heard by politicians that deliberately look the other way. In recent years we have seen more and more occasions in Europe in which citizens have attempted to use existing democratic tools to influence governments, but then either they have been refused access to them, or once adopted, the results have been ignored or co-opted. The most clamorous case has been the recent referendum in Greece in July 2015.
As democratic tools become not only obsolete, but also ineffective, one would expect citizens to step back and stop demanding to participate in political decision making. To some degree this is happening or at least it is what is presented to us by mainstream media. The story that is not being told is that, actually, citizens are fighting back, reclaiming those same instruments that are being taken from them, and through the process, bringing alive the essence of their democratic rights and transforming them into new and empowering tools.
The self-organised European Citizen Initiative
Most readers will have heard of the terrifying trade agreements being currently negotiated by the European Commission under the names of TTIP (Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership) and CETA (Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement). These trade deals, that will have immense consequences on our democratic rights, are being negotiated behind closed doors, and their documents, except those that have been leaked, continue to remain concealed not only to the general public, but also to elected Members of the European Parliament and of national Parliaments.
The European Commission is an unelected body with increasing and questionable power, as we have witnessed in the recent developments of the Greek crisis. There are however some ways of challenging it and one is the so called European Citizen Initiative. ECI’s were introduced in 2012 and have since been used for a variety of issues from Universal Basic Income to recognising water as a human right. If successful the organisers of an ECI are given the opportunity of a hearing with the European Parliament and the Commission representatives, who must provide a formal response indicating what actions will or will not be undertaken and why. The Commission is not obliged to propose legislation as a result of an initiative, but if it decides to, then the normal legislative procedure is followed, where the Commission proposal is submitted to the European Parliament and/or the Council and, if adopted, becomes law.
The initiative has to be backed by at least one million EU citizens, coming from at least seven of the member states, for each of which a minimum number of signatories is required. A citizens’ committee must register its initiative on the ECI website and once the registration is confirmed, organisers have one year to collect signatures.
On 15 July 2014 a group of citizens backed by various anti-TTIP campaigns applied for the registration of an ECI against TTIP and CETA and during the following summer more than 200 organisations from all over Europe expressed their support for the ECI. While waiting for approval official online and paper signature gathering tools were prepared so to start the collection as soon as the registration was approved.
On 9 September of the same year, to the surprise of many, the ECI was rejected by the European Commission on the basis that it fell “outside the framework of the Commission’s powers to submit a proposal for a legal act of the Union for the purpose of implementing the Treaties.”
Without entering the details of the contradictory reply, what it effectively did was obstruct a citizens consultation at an institutional level on an issue that will have unprecedented consequences both on the political and economical decision making of European countries. The rejection was not accepted easily by campaigners, and was taken as an attempt to silence any dissent, and obstruct any form of debate on the trade agreements. As Micheal Efler, form the ECI’s committee commented “The rejection of the ECI only confirms the Commission’s strategy to exclude citizens and parliaments from the TTIP and CETA negotiations. Instead of paying attention to citizens, it is just lobbyists that are being listened to.”
Instead of accepting that nothing more could be done, the StopTTIP alliance decided to react on two fronts: to appeal the Commission’s decision in the European Court of Justice and to carry out a self-organised European Citizen Initiative. Both are important examples of actions of reclaiming democracy.
In the case of the appeal the StopTTIP alliance is not only fighting for it’s own specific case, but furthermore to protect the tool of the ECI for other European citizens. As the StopTTIP alliance states, when the ECI was introduced, the idea behind it was to give citizens greater influence on EU policies and to reduce the democratic deficit at the EU level.
“If even this weak instrument is now taken away from us, there will no longer be anything that we can do in an official way to prevent democracy from being transformed into government by lobby.”
In parallel to the appeal, a self-organised European Citizen Initiative was organised that followed closely the methodology requested by the official ECI process. Incredibly, just a few days after it was launched it had already gathered 500,000 signatures, and reached the “official target” of 1million in just under 2 months, a record for ECIs. It has today been signed by more than 2.3 million citizens, and continues to grow.
“Politicians are always calling for citizens to get actively involved in European politics, and here are more than a million people who have done just that” “Citizens want to have a say in this and they should!” commented John Hilary and Susan George, active members of the alliance.
136 Initiative and the Greek water movement
A citizens initiative that did receive approval was one on the protection of water as a human right. Nearly 2 million people in 28 countries backed the Right2water ECI resulting in its presentation to the European Parliament on 17 February 2014. One of the countries to collect most signatures was Greece, where water privatisation has been central to the austerity program the country has had to face in recent years.
Thessaloniki, the second largest city, has been at the forefront of the resistance, opposing the sell off of its municipal water and sanitation company E.Y.A.TH. In conjunction with the ongoing battle by the workers of the company, a citizen-led initiative was organised called 136 Initiative.
The name came from the symbolic number 136 which represented the amount that each citizen would have to pay if they were to participate in a collective bidding for ownership of the company. It is derived by dividing €60 million, the price for which the company was listed on the stock market, by the number of meters it served in the city. The idea was to set up a network of local co-operative of citizens that would own and govern the water company.
‘It would, in effect, be a public-public answer to the troika’s public-private partnership,’ explains Theodoros Karyotis, a founding member of Initiative 136 .
Within a year, the 136 initiative organized an impressive resistance, built international solidarity, convinced the Thessaloniki municipalities to join them, set up local-level co-operatives and found the necessary funding to bid for the company.
To put further pressure on the government, an alliance of groups, including the 136 initiative, self-organised a city-wide referendum to ask citizens the simple question: “do you want your water and sanitation company to be privatised?” . It was to be a non-binding referendum, as it was not ratified by presidential decree or the parliament. On 18 May 2014, at the same time as the municipal and regional elections, and a week before the European elections, the referendum took place thanks to the collaboration of hundreds of volunteers who supervised ballot boxes outside the municipal electoral polls, with the entire process of voting and counting being monitored by local and international observers.
The results were overwhelming with 98% of the voters stating they were against the privatisation of water. At least a third of Thessaloniki registered citizens took part, which corresponded to more than 50% of those who voted in the concurrent municipal elections.
Karyotis comments on the referendum in his blog:
“The referendum is undoubtedly the biggest grassroots mobilisation the city has seen in years. It required a high grade of sustained commitment and responsibility on behalf of a great number of people, and it created a great feeling of bonding among participants. […] It was an empowering moment, where Thessalonikeans felt that they had recovered a bit of the dignity taken away from them by 4 years of austerity and dispossession.
“Many people, disillusioned by the electoral process, went out just to vote in the referendum; it is unbelievable what great effect making ones’ voice heard on an important issue can have in a political system that systematically treats voters as clients and promotes apathy and resignation. On 18th May we thus planted a small seed of direct democracy and citizens’ participation in political matters.”
A few days later, following a petition by citizens in Athens, the Greek Council of State ruled that the complete privatisation of the Athens Water Supply and Sewerage (EYDAP) company would be illegal. The Court judged that the constitution was violated according to which the state has the responsibility to care for the health of citizens and guarantee the right to health protection, and therefore must keep at least a 51% stake in the company. More recently, on 18 May 2015, a year after the Thessaloniki consultation and following the success of the ECI, the President of the Greek Parliament Zoi Konstantopoulou solemnly pledged her support to the implementation of the Human Right to Water as a just societal demand. Unfortunately with the recent signing of the new memorandum, and the internal opposition she is receiving, it is yet to see if she can keep her promise.
Citizen Debt Audits in Spain
In Spain citizens action has also focused on municipal resources. After the inspiring months of the assemblies in the squares in 2011, hundreds of autonomous groups were set up to develop localised and issue specific campaigns. The Platform for a Citizen Debt Audit (PACD) is one of them. It formed in late 2011, with the aim to mobilise citizens around financial transparency and accountability of institutions, and to demand the repudiation of debts that citizens deem illegitimate.
Since 2000 the debt of local councils in Spain has more than doubled, impacting directly the essential services they are meant to provide. The PACD proposes the use of Citizen Debt Audits as an instrument for all the population to critically analyse the debt policy carried out by the authorities and its impact on the population.
The PACD describes a Citizen Audit as “a process to, collectively, understand how we have arrived at the current situation; what economic, social, cultural, environmental, gender and political impacts has this indebtedness created.”
PACD helped set up Citizens Municipal Observatories (CMOs) across Spain. CMOs are initiatives consisting of groups of people locally organised who provide clear information about municipal budgets through an online platform and workshops and promote and support citizens with inquiries with the municipality.
Thanks to the combined work of the PACD and the local CMOs, numerous municipalities have passed motions against illegitimate debt, “marking an important victory in introducing the concept of illegitimate debt into the field of institutional politics.” In Madrid and Barcelona, the recently elected mayors supported by the social movements have announced that they will set up official audit commissions for their municipal debt.
Toussaint and Millet write about citizen debt audits in The Occupied Times where they say “Carrying out a citizens’ audit of public debt combined with a strong popular movement for suspension of repayments should culminate in the abolition or repudiation of the illegitimate part of the public debt and in a drastic reduction of the remaining debt. […] The fact that governments continually blitz the media with rhetoric about transparency but oppose citizens’ audits is an indication of the sorry state of our democracies. Real transparency is the ruling classes’ worst nightmare.”
Hacking democracy
“As economic governance gets more and more removed from the interest of the population that it claims to represent, the task now lies with the citizens to claim their basic rights, reinvent democracy and protect the common goods.
“Lobbying, protesting on its own, does it get anywhere? Initiative 136 is in one sense fighting them on their own ground, exploiting a loophole, [and] this is making it difficult to stop us.” Karyotis from the Greek water movement states.
People are acknowledging they cannot rely on institutions to act in their interest as the current democratic structures are either paralysed in their hierarchical bureaucracies or co-opted by the interests of the market and of elites. Citizens are taking democracy back into their hands without waiting for authorisation from above.
When those in power oppose democracy, citizens react by providing new autonomous structures to exert their democratic rights. Interaction and co-operation with institutions and mainstream media is not completely rejected but is undertaken on the citizens’ own terms with an emphasis on demanding greater accountability and transparency from existing structures.
Traditional forms of protesting are still used but these alone are not considered enough to make a real impact. In a recent article, Brett Scott describes how in his view traditional means of contesting set up a familiar dynamic: “the earnest activist pitted against the entrenched interests of the business elite. Each group defines itself against the other, settling into a stagnant trench warfare. The individual activists frequently end up demoralised, complaining within echo-chambers about their inability to impact ‘the system’.”
In the article titled The Hacker Hacked he suggests that activism learns from hacker culture to become more effective. He refers to a quote from Levy’s book Hackers: Heroes of the Computer Revolution that I find particularly pertinent:
“Hackers believe that essential lessons can be learned about the systems – about the world – from taking things apart, seeing how they work, and using this knowledge to create new and even more interesting things.”
Scott continues by saying the “spirit of hacking […] can be seen in the marginal cracks all around us. […] In a world with increasingly large and unaccountable economic institutions, we need these everyday forms of resistance. “
This seems to be the attitude taken by citizens in the stories described above, the main mantra being, if we want to change the system we need take it apart, learn how it operates, and then using that knowledge, create new and more impactful tools.
As the PACD state: “Only through collective understanding we can, from an informed citizenship, propose alternatives that truly respond to the needs and interests of the population (and not to the needs of markets, economic elites and creditors).”
To reclaim democracy, the economy, and the institutions we need to understand how the various elements of the system operate and support others in the same process. So “first and foremost the objective [is] gaining expertise on the issue and producing material and ‘deliverables’ in terms of documentation, networking, campaigning and political work.” Learning does not necessarily precede action, on the contrary, often it is acquired through the experiment of building new tools and instruments.
Through self-education and self-organisation, citizens work through iteration and multiple channels testing ideas as they go along, in a very similar way to how branching and forking is used in software development. Fundamental for this to happen is the sharing of information and tools between autonomous groups so that each action can be easily replicated by others, and then developed by them in a unique way, reproducing again practices common in open source software development.
The process itself becomes a form of empowerment, where each incremental step is defined in autonomy by the will of the people, and not dictated from above. Local autonomous groups are set up, whose decisions and actions are not dictated by a hierarchical top-down organisation. There are, yes, central committees, but their main role is to provide the tools and the information for local groups to self-organise, and to promote the actions as part of a common front through the main stream media and the authorities.
As Karyotis says in his blog, we must not be misguided: this is not direct democracy, as it still relies upon existing power structures, but it is a big step towards it in the way that it so strongly creates political consciousness and collective empowerment.
Given the economic and environmental crisis we are facing, we cannot wait for the perfect tools and instruments to be handed down to us. Nor can we count any more on those in power acting on our behalf. We need to take action now: learn how the existing malfunctioning structures operate, dismantle them, experiment with new forms and build the future we want to see.
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