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AS it draws to a close, 2017 will certainly stand out as a
year of  natural disasters. While every year has its share of
climate and weather disasters, what is significant about
2017 is that no continent was spared such calamities. Asia
experienced devastating monsoons and floods while
Africa was ravaged by droughts, landslides and floods.
The Americas suffered the brunt of  hurricanes, cyclones,
floods and forest fires whereas Europe sweltered under
heatwaves and faced droughts, floods and storms.

This spate of  natural disasters has raised anew the
debate on climate change. Climate change sceptics have
been quick to deny that human activity has had anything
to do with this phenomenon. Taking the case of
hurricanes, they argue that these are a regular phenomenon
during the hurricane season and that in the past there
have been more devastating hurricanes than those we have
recently witnessed.

Such arguments are somewhat misplaced. Those
who believe that human activity has a role have never
suggested that these hurricanes were caused by human
activity. What they have argued is that human activity has
contributed to the intensity of  these storms. By our
profligate use of  fossil fuels, we have caused an increase
in global warming and this rise in temperature results in
an increase in the amount of  moisture in the atmosphere.
One consequence of this increase in moisture is that
hurricanes and cyclones become more destructive because
of  the increase in the amount of  rainfall they discharge.

Research on global warming has also shown that it
has an impact on the frequency of  hurricanes and
cyclones. Moreover, a warmer planet results not only in
heavier rainfall and floods but also, paradoxically, in an
increase in the risk of  droughts and forest fires.

The global incidence of  the recent natural disasters
should have served as a wake-up call to world leaders to
treat the issue of  climate change as a matter of  the utmost
importance. Unfortunately, the United States, which is the
world’s second biggest carbon polluter, is being led by a
president who is a climate change denier. President Donald
Trump has not only pulled the US out of  the Paris
Agreement to tackle climate change but has done
everything to undo the measures taken by his predecessor
Barack Obama to limit carbon emissions.

The recent natural disasters have also exposed how
ill equipped many countries are in confronting such
threats. The US may be the world’s biggest superpower
but its response to the recent natural calamities was
woefully inadequate. A whole month has elapsed since
Puerto Rico was hit by hurricanes but the US has still not
been able to restore electricity to the island. Although it
is one of  the richest countries in the world, its emergency
response system is spasmodic, dependent on corporations
and private charity rather than the state.

The contrast with the small island state of  Cuba
couldn’t be starker. Although it is a poor developing
country, it has developed a sophisticated hurricane
response system which has won accolades from the United

Nations. Although the island took a direct hit from
Hurricane Irma and 10 people died, its emphasis on
educating the people on emergency response has proved
invaluable in tackling this challenge.

The recent natural disasters have provided
confirmation of  the vulnerability of  small island states to
extreme weather events. In the case of  the Caribbean
islands, that vulnerability has been compounded by their
near-total reliance on tourism as their economic lifeline.
As the tourists will not be coming back to these shores
for some time, it is incumbent on policymakers to rethink
the tenuous foundations on which their economies are
based. In short, they must adopt a sustainable
development agenda in place of  their current
overwhelming dependence on tourism.

While the recent dramatic events have served to
highlight the threat posed by climate change, it is important
not to overlook the silent long-term impact of  climate
change on human survival. Good soil is essential for food
security but it is being degraded by both human activity
and climate change. Higher temperatures, changing rainfall
patterns and increased water scarcity are impacting
adversely on soil fertility. According to a UN Convention
to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) report, ‘over 1.3
billion people, mostly in the developing countries, are
trapped on degrading agricultural land, exposed to climate
stress’.

Crucial water sources are also under threat from
climate change. As a result of  rising temperatures, the
high mountains of  Asia, including the Himalayas, may
lose half  their ice in the next 30 years. The consequences
can be catastrophic as some 800 million people are
dependent on the rivers and aquifers which draw their
waters from this glacial source. Droughts may become a
regular feature and the diminished supply of  water may
give rise to conflicts between the states dependent on this
source.

New research seems to indicate that climate change
may have even more far-reaching impacts than previously
suspected. Rising carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere
affect the quality of  the food we eat by diluting nutrient
content. The loss of  nutrients in the plants we eat would
have serious public health consequences. For the world’s
poor, vegetables are the main source of  nutrition. If
vegetables acquire junk food status because of  increasing
carbon emissions, it would be a public health disaster.

Our cover story broaches some of  these critical
issues. While the prognosis may appear to be one of  doom
and gloom, we are still hopeful that, despite the
irresponsibility of  the Trump administration, the rest of
the international community will wake up to the challenges
ahead. The forthcoming UN climate conference in Bonn
will be an acid test.
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A woman covers herself with a plastic bag as Hurricane Maria
approaches the Dominican Republic, September. The recent wave of
hurricanes which battered the Caribbean region is a stern reminder
of the devastating effects of climate change.        13



2

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 322/323

An open letter on industrial
animal farming

In May, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus of Ethiopia was elected Director-General of
the World Health Organisation (WHO), replacing Margaret Chan. Ahead of the
election, more than 200 experts in global health, medicine, biology, policy and
climate research and over 100 public signatories had endorsed an open letter

calling on WHO’s new leader to recognise industrial animal farming as a challenge
for global health. The following is the full text of the letter.

To the candidates for the position of
Director-General of the World Health
Organisation

Unprecedented and rising levels of
industrial animal farming are under-
mining the highest attainable standard
of health that is WHO’s mandate.
During the 2016 World Health As-
sembly, Director-General Margaret
Chan highlighted climate change,
antibiotic resistance, and chronic dis-
eases as ‘slow-motion disasters’.
However, their fundamental link to
industrial animal farming has contin-
ued to be disregarded.

Industrial animal farming: A
global health challenge

The consumption of meat and
other animal products is part of most
cultures, yet large-scale industrial
animal farming has gone beyond sat-
isfying dietary needs and cultural
practices. The extent to which we now
produce and consume animal prod-
ucts is harming our health.

Industrial approaches to animal
agriculture have spread across many
nations and are rapidly increasing in
low- and middle-income countries.
Factory farms (also known as concen-
trated animal feeding operations, or
CAFOs) use intensive methods to rear
poultry, pigs, and cattle on a large
scale for food products. Practices
such as the indiscriminate use of an-
tibiotics, close confinement of ani-
mals, and unsustainably large scale of
production have become the industry
standard, and each has grave conse-
quences for human health. The prob-

lem, however, is getting worse as a
rising proportion of global meat con-
sumption comes from factory farms.
Factory farms produce 67% of poul-
try meat, 50% of eggs, and 42% of
pork globally.1 A return to more tra-
ditional husbandry methods is unlike-
ly to occur, as the prevalence of fac-
tory farming has been rapidly increas-
ing in both the high- and low- and
middle-income countries.

Although many previous at-
tempts to tackle factory farming have
been largely framed around animal
welfare or environmental concerns,
we believe that limiting the size and
adverse practices of factory farming
is also central to improving global
health.

Antibiotic resistance is a major
threat to global health. Seven hundred
thousand people die from antimicro-
bial-resistant diseases each year.2 If

current trends continue, diseases
caused by drug-resistant microbes
could kill up to 9.5 million per year
by 2050, more than current cancer-
deaths.3, 4 While quantification of spe-
cific morbidity and mortality burdens
attributable to industrial agriculture is
currently not possible, an increasing
body of evidence suggests that anti-
biotic use in factory farming is a ma-
jor contributor to resistance. Many
industrial farms use low doses of an-
tibiotics to marginally speed growth
or prevent diseases in healthy chick-
ens, pigs, and cattle, but do not bear
the societal cost of antibiotic overuse.
Although factory farms use antibiot-
ics with the aim of keeping animals
healthy and to increase productivity,
accumulating evidence suggests that
growth-promotion uses do not
achieve this purpose5 and alternatives
to antibiotic use for disease preven-

H E A L T H  &  S A F E T Y

Factory farms use intensive methods to rear poultry, pigs and cattle on a large scale
for food products.
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tion such as better husbandry prac-
tices and vaccines are available and
have been used with success.6

Total consumption of antibiotics
in animal food production is project-
ed to grow by almost 70% between
2010 and 2030.5 According to the
WHO, two of the three most com-
monly used classes of antibiotics in
US animal farming – penicillins and
tetracyclines – are of critical impor-
tance to humans. Practices such as the
constant low dosing of antibiotics and
environmental pollution through ani-
mal waste make industrial animal
farms the perfect breeding ground for
antibiotic resistance by allowing
transmission into the environment and
nearby community.7 Several studies
have found that the presence of anti-
biotic-resistant bacteria in livestock
is closely associated with their pres-
ence in humans, and that decreases
in antibiotic resistance have followed
reductions in the usage of antibiotics
in animals raised for food and hu-
mans.8, 9, 10 The farming of fish in
aquaculture poses similar health
risks.11 Currently, in the EU and the
US, over 75% of all antibiotics are
used in agriculture,12 while BRICS
countries are projected to experience
a 99% growth in antimicrobial con-
sumption by 2030, largely due to the
continued growth of factory farming.
Low- and middle-income countries
(LMICs) are estimated to experience
rapid growth of both factory farming
and antibiotic consumption through
agriculture, in part because they may
lack the regulatory oversight and vet-
erinary medical workforce that high-
income countries have.13 The conse-
quences of antibiotic resistance will
likely be more severe in LMICs be-
cause of higher bacterial disease bur-
den and the challenges patients face
in accessing expensive second and
third line antibiotics.14 Moreover, an-
tibiotic resistance places a great bur-
den on health systems, leaving weak
health systems ill-prepared to deal
with increases in resistance.

Climate change is projected to
decrease global prosperity and in-
crease wealth inequalities. It is also
expected to cause an additional
250,000 deaths each year between

2030 and 2050.15 As the global health
community acknowledges the inter-
twined nature of planetary and human
health, it must also confront the role
that factory farming plays in climate
change.16 Experts predict that with-
out rapid and drastic shifts in meat
production, agriculture will consume
half the world’s carbon budget nec-
essary for keeping global temperature
rises under 2° Celsius by 2050.17 Im-
portantly, this contribution to cli-
mate change is not due solely to the
emissions from raising livestock –
animal farming is also a large con-
tributor because of the deforestation
that must occur to supply grazing land
for cattle and to grow crop feed. The
World Bank estimates that between
1970 and 2004, 91% of cleared land
in the Amazon has been converted to
cattle ranching.18 Furthermore, facto-
ry farming is not only linked to mac-
ro-level environmental crises such as
climate change, but one of the largest
contributors to localised environmen-
tal problems like air and water pollu-
tion, as well as land and soil degra-
dation.19 Although it is difficult to
predict the multitude of harms that
may spill over from livestock produc-
tion, evidence suggests this defores-
tation may also be linked to emerg-
ing pathogens, an unexpected chan-
nel by which animal farming may
contribute to the risk of disease pan-
demics beyond antibiotic resistance.20

A large proportion of emerging dis-

eases stem from human-animal inter-
action in the wild, a process that de-
forestation accelerates. Zoonotic dis-
eases can also emerge from animals
in contact with workers in factory
farms themselves.21

Lastly, the rise of obesity and
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs)
can be partly attributed to the dramatic
dietary changes made possible by fac-
tory farming. WHO has classified
processed meat as carcinogenic and
red meat as probably carcinogenic.22

High meat consumption has been
shown to increase risks for several
types of cancer, stroke, obesity, car-
diovascular mortality, lung disease
and diabetes.23 The Institute for
Health Metrics and Evaluation esti-
mates that diets high in processed
meat and red meat contributed to over
half a million human deaths (or over
16 million disability-adjusted life
years, or DALYs) in 2015 – more
deaths worldwide than interpersonal
violence, and a similar DALY burden
to breast cancer or alcohol use disor-
ders.24 The declining cost of meat and
its increasing prevalence in LMICs,
facilitated by factory farms, contrib-
utes significantly to the rapidly ris-
ing burden of NCDs.

The path forward

The harms caused by large-scale,
industrial animal farming are global
in nature and felt beyond those who

Total consumption of antibiotics in animal food production is projected to grow by
almost 70% between 2010 and 2030.

H E A L T H  &  S A F E T Y
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consume meat, dairy, and eggs. Cli-
mate change does not recognise bor-
ders and neither do drug-resistant in-
fectious diseases. Although they con-
tribute least to the global burden of
animal farming, the world’s poorest
countries are also the most vulnera-
ble to rising water levels, natural di-
sasters caused by climate change,
food insecurity, and infectious diseas-
es. Finding solutions to problems
posed by industrial animal farms and
shifting us toward more healthful ag-
riculture will therefore require the
global leadership of WHO.

Just as the WHO has bravely con-
fronted companies that harm human
health by peddling tobacco and sug-
ar-sweetened beverages, it must not
waver in advocating for the regula-
tion of industrial animal farming.

Conclusion

We applaud the WHO’s impor-
tant actions on consumer product in-
dustries that jeopardise the right of all
people to the highest standard of
health. In particular, we recognise the
significance of the Framework Con-
vention for Tobacco Control, the in-
clusion of tobacco reduction in the
United Nations Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals, and WHO’s recommen-
dation on sugar consumption.

We call on academics and re-
searchers to apply their energy to doc-
ument and publicise the harms of in-
dustrial animal farming to human,
animal, and planetary health.

We call on all candidates for the
WHO Director-General position to
publicly acknowledge the harm that
industrial animal farming inflicts on
global health. The next Director-Gen-
eral should take necessary steps to
limit the expansion of industrial ani-
mal farming and encourage dietary
recommendations that reduce meat
consumption.

Finally, we call on the next WHO
Director-General to provide global
leadership to support all member
states in finding sustainable alterna-
tives to the rapid growth of industrial
animal farming and help shift us to-
ward farming methods that protect
public health and the environment.

Concluding policy
recommendations for the next

Director-General

In order to lead us down the path
of agricultural production that is bet-
ter for people’s health than our cur-
rent industrial animal production sys-
tem, the WHO should:

• Strengthen WHO’s Global Ac-
tion Plan on Antimicrobial Resistance
to encourage member states of the
WHO to ban the use of growth-pro-
moting antibiotics in animal farming,
as well as low-dose ‘disease preven-
tion’ antibiotics. This reform may cut
unnecessary antibiotic use without
additional cost to consumers.

• Negotiate country-level stan-
dards for antibiotic use in animal hus-
bandry, in coordination with the Food
and Agricultural Organisation. Mem-
ber states should be encouraged to
articulate specific, verifiable stan-
dards for what constitutes legal anti-
biotic use in animal farms.

• Incentivise meat producers to
dispose of antibiotics and waste resi-
due properly to prevent environmen-
tal contamination and excess green-
house gas emissions.

• Work with all relevant minis-
tries, including those outside of
health, to reduce the size and number
of factory farms to better balance di-
etary need and ecological capacity.

• Discourage member states from

subsidising factory farming and its
inputs, which can cause significant
harm to the public.

• Consider the application of rel-
evant fiscal policies in member states
that would help to reduce meat de-
mand and consumption, especially
where consumption exceeds health
recommendations. The WHO’s inter-
nal research expertise is well-suited
to investigate the efficacy and
tradeoffs of such a policy.

• Encourage member states to
adopt nutrition standards and imple-
ment health education campaigns
which inform citizens of the health
risks of meat consumption.

• Work closely with ministers of
health and agriculture to formulate
policies that advocate for a greater
proportion of plant-based foods in the
diets of member states.

• Consider funding the scientific
development of plant-based and oth-
er meat alternatives, which have the
potential to eliminate or reduce the
harms of factory farming. ◆

For the full list of signatories to the open
letter, go to openletteranimalfarming.com.

Notes
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WHO has classified processed meat as carcinogenic and red meat as probably carci-
nogenic.
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BRICS: Time to reset priorities
The BRICS group of developing countries – Brazil, Russia, India, China and

South Africa – held their ninth summit in September in Xiamen, China. Survey-
ing the progress made by this formation since its inception almost a decade

ago, Biswajit Dhar argues that while its initiatives in the financial sector
(including creating its own financial institutions) are highly commendable, it

has little to show with respect to the goal of changing the rules of global
governance through collective action.

THE BRICS summit held in Xiamen,
China, in September was the ninth
since this formation of emerging
economies met in Yekaterinburg,
Russia, in June 2009. When the four
original members of the formation –
Brazil, Russia, India and China
(South Africa joined in 2011) – met
in the shadow of the worst economic
downturn since the 1930s, there was
a huge opportunity before the emerg-
ing economies to reshape postwar
multilateral economic governance,
which continues to be under the dom-
inating influence of the major econo-
mies.

This dominance is one of the big-
gest ironies of the times that should
not have been, for at least two rea-
sons. The first is the oft-repeated as-
sertion made by multilateral institu-
tions that the developing countries
need to be provided a facilitating en-
vironment to help them address their
development deficits. The second is
the reality of the emerging economies
and their growing influence, the sense
of which was captured by Goldman
Sachs economist Jim O’Neill in 2001
when he argued that the then BRIC
had all the credentials to be part of a
‘more effective global policymaking’.

But, more than a decade and a
half after O’Neill coined the term and
nearly a decade after the BRIC(S)
came together on a common platform,
the ability of the grouping to chal-
lenge the hegemons on the global
stage seems to be extremely limited.

This was not the case a few years
back when the BRICS were serious-
ly engaged in building an institution-
al framework in order to give shape
to their agenda on the global stage. A

number of areas were picked up for
this purpose, and interestingly, in
most of these the global processes
were skewed against the interests of
the developing countries. The expec-
tation, therefore, was that the BRICS
would not only challenge the domi-
nant narrative but also provide a more
inclusive agenda.

Financial reform

In this regard, the most notewor-
thy was the string of initiatives that
the BRICS have taken in the finan-
cial sector. Ever since its formation,
the grouping has emphasised that the
governance structure of the Bretton
Woods institutions – the Internation-
al Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
World Bank – must be reformed for
reducing the legitimacy deficits.

In their second summit, in 2010,
the leaders of the BRICS argued that

‘reforming these institutions’ gover-
nance structures requires first and
foremost a substantial shift in voting
power in favour of emerging market
economies and developing countries
to bring their participation in decision
making in line with their relative
weight in the world economy’. This
demand was made against the back-
drop of discussions in the IMF to re-
align the quotas held by the member
states, which would have an impact
on the governance of the institution.
In 2008, the IMF Board of Governors
had adopted a Resolution on Reform
of Quota and Voice and requested the
Executive Board to ‘recommend fur-
ther realignments of members’ quota
shares in the context of future gener-
al quota reviews, beginning with the
Fourteenth Review [in 2010], to en-
sure that they continue to reflect mem-
bers’ relative positions in the world
economy’.

E C O N O M I C S

Leaders of the BRICS countries at their latest summit, held in Xiamen, China, in Sep-
tember.
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The quota reform of the IMF,
which was finally implemented in
2016, was aimed at enhancing the
quotas of each member of the BRICS,
but the outcome did not favour all
countries in the grouping: South Af-
rica’s quota in 2016 was slightly low-
er than its quota in 2011, while the
quotas of China and India increased
by over 70% and 44% respectively.
For the BRICS, the outcome of the
quota review should be disappointing
for two reasons: one, not all countries
in the grouping were allotted larger
quotas, and two, the grouping was not
able to exercise any influence in pre-
venting the process of quota reallo-
cation from taking an inordinately
long time.

These setbacks notwithstanding,
the grouping has kept its focus on the
task at hand by demanding at the end
of the Xiamen summit that the IMF
must conclude the Fifteenth Review
of quotas, ‘including a new quota for-
mula, by the 2019 Spring Meetings
and no later than the 2019 Annual
Meetings’. At the same time, the
BRICS resolved to ‘promote the im-
plementation of the World Bank
Group Shareholding Review’.

It must be said to the credit of the
BRICS that they did not limit their
efforts at reforming the financial ar-
chitecture to just focusing on the gov-
ernance of the Bretton Woods insti-
tutions; they also created their own
financial institutions/mechanisms.
This facet of cooperation was set roll-
ing by two agreements between the
BRICS development banks which
were aimed at providing trade credit
on terms that would help in promot-
ing intra-BRICS trade. Following
this, the grouping took a couple of
initiatives that were unprecedented
for the developing countries, name-
ly, establishing international financial
institutions. The BRICS breached the
exclusive preserve of the developed
countries by establishing a develop-
ment finance institution, the New
Development Bank (NDB), and a
lender of last resort, the Contingent
Reserve Arrangement (CRA). While
the former was to provide develop-
ment finance to other developing
countries as well, the latter was to

meet the needs of the BRICS in fi-
nancial distress.

The NDB, which began opera-
tions in 2015, raised tremendous ex-
pectations, especially because it was
promoted by a group of countries that
were already establishing their cre-
dentials as partners in the develop-
ment endeavours of a large number
of developing countries. The expec-
tations on this score became even
higher as the NDB chose projects in
the areas of renewable energy and
infrastructure, two critical areas for
developing countries. The BRICS
seemed willing to back the NDB ful-
ly as they agreed that the entity would
have an authorised capital of $100
billion. The subscribed capital was
$50 billion, with every member hav-
ing an equal share.

Although these are early days, the
promoters of the NDB need to con-
sider at least two factors that could
stymie its effectiveness. The first is
that the paid-in capital of the NDB
has reached only $1.5 billion in 2017,
which could limit the ability of the
Bank to raise resources from the cap-
ital markets. The second and more
critical factor is that the NDB seems
to be entirely dependent on the capi-
tal markets for its funds. The latter
implies that the Bank will face stiff
competition from a number of devel-
opment finance entities, which will be

a challenge for this new kid on the
block.

Climate change

One of the more important as-
pects of the functioning of the BRICS
is the collective response of the
grouping to important developments
in the global sphere that have impli-
cations for not only their development
prospects but other developing coun-
tries as well. We will pick up two such
areas in order to understand the na-
ture of intervention of the grouping.

The challenge of climate change
is confronting all economies in the
developing world. Lack of investible
resources and appropriate technolo-
gies were long flagged as the binding
constraints for these countries in their
quest for adoption of a low-carbon
pathway. Importantly, four BRICS
members (excluding Russia) high-
lighted the significance of these con-
straints in the United Nations climate
change negotiations and adopted a
joint front by forming the BASIC
group in 2009 (coinciding with the
formation of the BRIC). The BASIC
group took a well-reasoned position
that the developed countries, the larg-
est emitters of greenhouse gases over
generations, must make structural
changes in their economies in order
to prevent global warming beyond the

E C O N O M I C S

IMF headquarters in Washington. Ever since its formation, the BRICS grouping has
emphasised that the governance structure of the IMF and the World Bank must be
reformed to reduce the legitimacy deficits.
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agreed threshold. Besides, they must
provide adequate funding and access
to relevant technologies to the devel-
oping countries. But strangely, the
BASIC group then ceased to be a
strong collective voice for develop-
ing-country interests, as the priorities
of the group members diverged.

This absence of a common posi-
tion of the BRICS in the response to
the challenge of climate change was
evident in the statements coming from
their own forum. Not only has the
grouping been making low-key state-
ments, it has not pointed to the seri-
ous constraints that are being encoun-
tered in garnering the necessary fund-
ing and technology. For instance, the
Green Climate Fund, established to
support developing countries in tack-
ling and adapting to climate change,
has been operating with a fraction of
the funds, but this serious problem
was not flagged by the BRICS lead-
ers in their Xiamen summit declara-
tion.

Trade

Multilateral trade governance has
been yet another area in which a sub-
set of the BRICS was very active un-
til the end of the previous decade,
with a clear intent of changing the
rules of engagement. India, Brazil and
South Africa were in the forefront of
a developing-country upsurge to
make the rules governing the func-
tioning of the World Trade Organisa-
tion (WTO) better suited to their in-
terests. The developing countries had
taken advantage of the Doha Round
negotiations initiated in 2001 after the
trade ministers of WTO member
states gave the mandate to review the
framework of multilateral trade rules.
The developed countries tried to jet-
tison the Doha Round by arguing for
the inclusion of new issues, namely
investment, competition policy and
government procurement, but the de-
veloping countries held out in the face
of these pressures. It was clear that
the outcome of the Doha Round
would decide whether the WTO
would become a more inclusive in-
stitution.

E C O N O M I C S

The Xiamen Declaration howev-
er makes no reference to the Doha
Round. This is not the first instance
when reference to the Doha Round
was dropped; the Ufa Declaration in
2015 marked the first time that the
BRICS avoided referring to this cru-
cial process. By giving short shrift to
the Doha Round negotiations, the
BRICS have dealt a body blow to the
hopes of the poorest members of the
WTO, namely the least developed
countries (LDCs). These countries
were expecting that the Doha Round
would conclude on the basis of the
original mandate, as the existing rules
of the WTO had done little to improve
their presence in global markets.
Since the WTO was established, the
share of the LDCs in global exports
increased from just under 0.5% in
1995 to 0.9% in 2016. The share of
LDCs was just under 0.8% in 2005,
which implies that in the past decade,
their share has virtually remained
stagnant. In sharp contrast, the share
of LDCs in imports increased from
0.6% in 1995 to 1.4% in 2016, indi-
cating thereby that their trade balance
has worsened.

Contrast these numbers with
those of the BRICS: their share in glo-
bal exports expanded from 6.5% in
1995 to 18% in 2006; the correspond-
ing figures for imports were 6% and
14.6%. In the face of this evidence,
the question that arises is whether the

BRICS have aligned their interests
with those of the dominant econo-
mies, thus abandoning their past pub-
licised role of partnering the lesser
developed countries.

When the BRIC met in Yekater-
inburg in the immediate aftermath of
the economic downturn, they spoke
on behalf of poorest countries that
needed support from the global com-
munity. This spirit seems to have de-
serted the BRICS, when the forum is
at the threshold of completing a de-
cade of existence. More importantly,
collective action of the grouping for
changing the rules of the game of glo-
bal economic governance seems to
have given way to managing bilater-
al relations. In fact, it was this dimen-
sion of the Xiamen summit that re-
ceived the maximum coverage; the
deliberations and the decisions of the
collective found a place in the back-
burner. Few in the developing world
would disagree that the BRICS need
to change this perception about their
forum and that the uppermost priori-
ty of these emerging economies
should be to change the course of glo-
bal economic governance through
collective action. ◆

Biswajit Dhar is a Professor of Economics
at the Centre for Economic Studies and Plan-
ning, School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal
Nehru University, New Delhi. This article
first appeared on the website of New Delhi-
based  th ink - tank  Madhyam
(www.madhyam.org.in).

A WTO meeting taking place at its Geneva headquarters. The BRICS’ Xiamen Declara-
tion makes no reference to the WTO’s Doha Round negotiations, the outcome of which
would decide whether the trade body would become a more inclusive institution.
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China faces growing debt
problems, says central bank

governor
The governor of the People’s Bank of China has warned that corporate debt has

reached disturbingly high levels and household debt, while still low, is rising rapidly.
Raising his concern about asset speculation, he sounded a warning that this could

pose a ‘systemic financial risk’.

A WARNING by the governor of the
People’s Bank of China, Zhou Xiao-
chuan, that the country’s
financial system faces a
possible ‘Minsky mo-
ment’ has again raised
concerns over the level of
the country’s debt.

Zhou, who is expect-
ed to retire soon from his
position as head of the
central bank, made his
remarks at a sideline
meeting during the Chi-
nese Communist Party
congress in October.

The term ‘Minsky
moment’ refers to a situa-
tion described by the US
economist Hyman Min-
sky in which growth in the economy
hides potential financial risks that
suddenly reveal themselves and lead
to a crisis. It was widely used during
the 2008 global financial crisis.

Zhou clearly employed the term
to ensure his comments would have
maximum impact. Zhou, who has said
he will ‘retire soon’, has been speak-
ing increasingly candidly about the
problems confronting the Chinese
economy.

Zhou said asset speculation and
property bubbles could pose a ‘sys-
temic financial risk’ that would be
made worse by wealth management
products and off-the-books lending.
Corporate debt had reached disturb-
ingly high levels and local govern-
ments were using tricks to evade
curbs on their credit.

‘If there is too much pro-cyclical

stimulus in an economy, fluctuations
will be hugely amplified,’ Zhou stat-
ed. ‘Too much exuberance when
things are going well causes tensions
to build up. That could lead to a sharp
correction, and eventually to a so-
called Minsky moment. That’s what
we really must guard against.’

Zhou’s remarks are particularly
significant. In general commentary on
the state of the Chinese economy, the
prospect of a full-blown crisis is of-
ten ruled out because the banks are
under government control. This con-
trol has been undermined, however,
by ‘free market’ measures introduced
by the regime as it seeks to integrate
the Chinese economy and financial
system more deeply into the global
economy.

Zhou himself has been an advo-
cate for greater liberalisation of the

Chinese financial system, including
the relaxation of government controls

on capital movements and
increased access for for-
eign banks, but has faced
opposition within govern-
ment circles.

Zhou was the main
force behind the push to
have the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) rec-
ognise the renminbi as an
international currency last
year. Without the freedom
of movement of capital in
and out of the financial
system, however, it does
not have the status of oth-
er reserve currencies.

Free capital move-
ment is a two-edged sword. On the
one hand, it is seen as applying pres-
sure to domestic financial institutions,
forcing them to deal with bad debt on
their balance sheets. On the other, it
runs the risk of creating the conditions
for a major outflow of capital, as was
seen in the Asian financial crisis of
20 years ago, an occurrence which
would have a major impact on the
Chinese economy.

Zhou’s warnings came as the
growth rate for the third quarter was
reported to be 6.8% on an annual ba-
sis, well above the government’s tar-
get of ‘around’ 6.5%. But there are
concerns that this higher growth rate
has been achieved largely as a result
of stimulus measures, relying on the
expansion of credit, particularly in the
property market, which is creating
risks for the future.

E C O N O M I C S

Nick Beams

People’s Bank of China governor Zhou Xiaochuan.
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Eswar Prasad, economics profes-
sor at Cornell University and former
head of the China department at the
IMF, said the latest growth data paint-
ed a ‘reassuring’ picture of an econo-
my that, ‘on the surface, is firing well
on all cylinders. But beneath the sur-
face, potential financial market stress-
es continue to build up but remain at
bay for now’.

If growth continues at the current
level, China will experience its first
acceleration in growth since 2010. At
that time, the economy expanded rap-
idly due to stimulus measures – in-
creased government spending and

E C O N O M I C S

credit – adopted in response to the
global financial crisis, which result-
ed in the loss of around 23 million
jobs.

In his remarks, Zhou said corpo-
rate debt was ‘very high’ and house-
hold debt, while still low, was rising
rapidly. While there were no plans to
reduce household debt, its quality
would need to be monitored as it
grew.

The IMF has issued several warn-
ings about the high level of Chinese
corporate debt, describing it as ‘dan-
gerous’. Last August, it expected Chi-
na’s total non-financial debt to rise to

Models of apartments on display at a real estate exhibition in Shenyang city. The
concerns over the financial system in China centre on the property market, which is
assuming ever-greater significance for the Chinese economy and the banking sys-
tem.

almost 300% of gross domestic prod-
uct by 2022, up from 242% last year.

In September, the S&P global
ratings agency cut China’s sovereign
credit rating, following a similar de-
cision by Moody’s in May. The Chi-
nese finance ministry claimed the
S&P downgrade was the ‘wrong de-
cision’.

The concerns over the financial
system centre on the property market,
which is assuming ever-greater sig-
nificance for the Chinese economy
and the banking system. According to
official data, 38% of all bank loans
in the year to August were for home
mortgages, while local government
bought 18% of all residential floor
space.

Last August, a senior government
legislator warned of the effects of the
property boom. Yin Zhongqing, dep-
uty director of the National People’s
Congress finance and economics
committee, said in a speech: ‘The real
estate industry’s excessive prosperi-
ty has not only kidnapped local gov-
ernments but also kidnapped finan-
cial institutions – restraining and even
harming the development of the real
economy, inflating asset bubbles and
accumulating debt risk. The biggest
problem currently facing the country
is how to reduce reliance on real es-
tate.’

Zhou’s remarks underscore this
warning. Financial Times market col-
umnist John Authers described them
as a ‘startling moment of clarity’, lik-
ening them to shouting ‘fire’ in a
crowded theatre. He said the term
‘Minsky moment’ should never be
used by a central banker.

Authers pointed to the timing of
Zhou’s comments to coincide with the
Communist Party congress. The in-
stallation of President Xi Jinping and
his supporters for another five years
could be the optimum time to take
uncomfortable measures that could
allow China to avoid a debt unravel-
ling ‘to match the Lehman crisis’. The
invocation of Minsky ‘was the earli-
est possible point to send the signal,
and a sign of urgency’. ◆

This article is reproduced from the World
Socialist Web Site (www.wsws.org).

Skyline of the financial district in Shanghai. ‘Potential financial market stresses con-
tinue to build up but remain at bay for now.’
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Tax experts call for concerted
efforts against illicit cash flows

African governments should invest more resources in the fight against illicit
financial flows as one of the ways to support development efforts in the bloc.

DR Aida Opoku-Mensah, a senior ad-
viser to the UN Economic Commis-
sion for Africa executive
secretary, said the challenge
of illicit financial flows hin-
ders sustainable develop-
ment on the continent.

According to the ex-
perts, there is a need to have
strong legislation and tax
institutions with capacity to
detect and stop illicit flows
across the continent.

A 2016 report esti-
mates that Africa is losing
at least $50 billion annual-
ly through illegal transac-
tions. Some reports suggest
the continent could have
lost up to $1 trillion in the
past 50 years through ille-
gal cash flows.

Opoku-Mensah, who
was speaking during the 5th
Pan African conference on
illicit financial flows in
Nairobi, Kenya, in October,
said Africa has ‘no choice
but to put in place strong measures to
deter illicit financial flows from the
continent’.

‘Africa must take a common po-
sition to tackle illegal money trans-
fers from the continent,’ she said dur-
ing a workshop organised by the Tax
Justice Network.

It brought together over 800 tax
experts, policy-makers and members
of civil society to unite against the
increasing illicit financial flows
which have increasingly become a big
challenge on the continent.

Opoku-Mensah cautioned that
the practice is facilitated by some state
officials across the continent. ‘So we
need to identify those in government
that are helping multinational compa-
nies to siphon money from the conti-

nent using illegal means,’ she said.
She also urged governments to invest
more resources towards lifting mil-
lions of Africans out of poverty to
help drive development aspirations of
the African people.

Commenting on the issue on 13
October, Herbert Gatsinzi, senior
partner at Tax Sense Rwanda, said
there is a need to develop strong leg-
islation to enable revenue authorities
and other implementing agencies to
detect and deter entities involved in
tax avoidance.

‘Equally, governments must en-
sure they build capacities for the im-
plementing agencies to better under-
stand the complex structures some
multinational enterprises use to sup-
port illicit financial flows,’ he told The

New Times daily.
Gatsinzi called for unrelenting

efforts to fight the malprac-
tice and crack down on the
corrupt.

Undermining
resource mobilisation

According to Alex
Cobham, the Tax Justice
Network chief executive,
aggressive tax avoidance
has played a significant role
in undermining domestic
resource mobilisation ef-
forts in Africa. This, he
said, must remain a core to
the anti-illicit financial flow
agenda for the continent to
achieve sustainable eco-
nomic development.

In a recent interview
with The New Times, the
Rwandan Minister for Fi-
nance and Economic Plan-
ning, Claver Gatete, said fi-
nancial crimes remain one

of the greatest threats to corporates
and governments around the world.

‘Money laundering, bribery,
fraud and tax evasion are some of the
financial crimes that continue to ex-
ert a dampening effect on the global
economic and financial space, under-
mining sustainable economic devel-
opment,’ he said.

Speaking at the Nairobi event, Dr
Peter Rene N’Guerttia, the director
for economic affairs at the African
Union Commission, called for con-
certed efforts in the fight against mon-
ey laundering, tax evasion and inter-
national bribery, saying these make
up the bulk of illicit cash flows.    ◆

This article was originally published in The
New Times (Rwanda) (16 October 2017).
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Peterson Tumwebaze

Aida Opoku-Mensah from the UN Economic Commission for
Africa said Africa has ‘no choice but to put in place strong
measures to deter illicit financial flows from the continent’.
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Stormy days ahead
Global warming is no longer an abstract topic as its impact is being experienced

across the world in different ways, says Nnimmo Bassey. The recent spate of
extreme weather events is a poignant reminder of the havoc they can wreak. So
long as the power of the fossil fuel industry remains unabated, the prospect of

curbing carbon emissions to avert the looming climate crisis is bleak.

SOCIAL media and satellite televi-
sion have made it possible for us to
witness unfolding weather disasters
in real time. Fears are shared with
loved ones as people send teary as-
surances that they are safe in the midst
of raging bush fires, storms, hurri-
canes and cyclones. We are also able
to watch fearless, even reckless peo-
ple taking selfies while monster
storms approach and sometimes
knock them off their feet. Stories of
melting ice caps and changing weath-
er patterns are tending towards be-
coming tales that are expected.

The scenarios point to the ten-
sions around climate change. On one
hand are those who believe that the
increasing frequency of furious
weather events is the result of global
warming, while on the other hand are
climate deniers who believe that the
unfolding changes are normal and that
there have been bigger storms in the
past.

Recently I sat for over one hour
having a conversation with Mika Ant-
tonen, an oil mogul whose company,
St1 Group Oy, among other things,
bought up all the Shell gas stations in
Nordic countries. He uses profits to
fund subsidiaries combating climate
change through wind power, geother-
mal heat and waste-based ethanol
fuel.1 His company is currently em-
barking on a geothermal project that
involves drilling two holes 7 km into
the earth’s crust to generate about 40
megawatts of energy for heating pur-
poses. At the time of our conversa-
tion, the holes had already gone over
5 km into the belly of the earth. He
also has plans to embark on creating
a ‘Carbon Farm’ in the Sahara Desert
with the aim of taking carbon out of
the atmosphere. In his view, the cap-
turing of carbon from the atmosphere
through a natural carbon capture and
storage system would be a means of

paying the ‘carbon debt’. His dem-
onstration project would capture
100,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide,
take up 5,000 to 10,000 hectares of
land and use desalinated sea water to
grow a eucalyptus plantation inter-
spersed with rows of crops for local
consumption.

Apart from the contentious pros-
pect of growing eucalyptus in the
Sahara for carbon offsetting, the con-
tradiction here is that a corporation is
using cash generated from refining
and sales of fossil fuels to fund alter-
native energy development – a move
that does not unhinge the world from
the fossil civilisation paradigm. And
St1 is not in a hurry to remove its roots
from fossils.

Anttonen, however, agreed that
fossil fuel companies constitute a
major stumbling block in the global
efforts to tackle climate change. He
also stressed that what governments
and the multilateral institutions must
do is to regulate fossil fuel corpora-
tions and commit them to a phased
stoppage of extraction over the next
few decades because the world can-
not afford to keep on adding to the
stock of carbon in the atmosphere.
According to him, the corporations
will not stop extracting unless they are
incentivised by being faced with a se-
rious penalty for non-compliance. He
notes that governments refuse to act,
on the premise that fossil fuel corpo-
rations would not agree to be regu-
lated. In other words, capitalist logic
and accumulated power accords fos-
sil fuel corporations the leverage to
capture institutions to which they
ought to be subject as corporate citi-
zens.

The call to keep fossils in the
ground has been voiced for more than
a decade, having risen from when we
first raised it in the webs of resistance
within Oilwatch International. Other

groups have taken this up and the call
is now a sharp galvanising demand
by many civil society groups and
movements for a halt to the failing
petroleum civilisation. In recent years,
Oil Change International has can-
vassed a ‘managed’ decline of the use
of fossil fuels to which the carbon
majors ought to pay close attention.

In a working paper titled ‘Ad-
dressing fossil fuel production under
the UNFCCC: Paris and beyond’,2 the
Stockholm Environment Institute
(SEI) speaks about how countries
could communicate their plans and
actions in phasing out fossil fuels by
means including through their ‘Na-
tionally Determined Contributions’
(NDCs) under the Paris Agreement
on climate change. The paper notes
the absence of clear guidance in the
United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
on how countries could report on
plans or activities relating to fossil
fuels. It, however, notes that countries
could nevertheless make such reports
and that these could aid debates and
reflections that could lead to commit-
ments to provide financial support for
actions as well as leading some coun-
tries to make reciprocal commitments
and generally help raise levels of
ambition towards curbing the reliance
on fossil fuels.

In the words of the paper, ‘Re-
porting actions to the UNFCCC (and
by virtue, to other nations) helps those
actions get recognised as aiding glo-
bal climate mitigation efforts. While
several processes exist under the Paris
Agreement for countries to commu-
nicate pledges and plans, and report
on their progress – such as NDCs,
LTSs [long-term strategies], annual
GHG [greenhouse gas] inventories
and biennial reports – there is no ex-
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plicit guidance for nations to report
on plans or activities relating to fos-
sil fuel extraction or production. The-
oretically, nothing prevents any coun-
try from submitting information to the
UNFCCC related to fossil fuel sup-
ply … However, in the absence of
clear guidance, or an explicit call to
include information on fossil fuel sup-
ply, there are very few incentives for
Parties to provide information on sup-
ply-side actions planned or taken and,
subsequently, for such actions to gain
recognition.’

One thing we confirmed from our
conversation with Anttonen is that we
do not only have climate deniers
among politicians, we have many
governments and institutions that
have been absolutely captured by cor-
porations and choose to remain in a
wilful but contradictory state of
knowing and denial. The SEI paper
affirms this: ‘As long as fossil fuel
supply is not explicitly tied to climate
change, some producers can be “stra-
tegically ignorant” about the impact
of extracted fuels on GHG emissions,
or the pace of change necessary to
ameliorate climate impacts.’

The fact that the days of easy fos-
sil fuels are over does not deter the
industry probably because they con-
tinue to enjoy hefty subsidies – either
financially or through irresponsible
piling up of unaccounted environ-
mental and social costs. Thus, they
can keep extracting poor-quality
crude oil, build new fossil fuel infra-
structure and press on with extreme
and risky extractions including
through fracking.

Concerning this scenario, Friends
of the Earth International says that the
power of the fossil fuel industry re-
mains unabated. FoEI notes that
‘Over 850 new coal plants are
planned or under development in 62
countries. Some countries are look-
ing to expand into coal for the first
time, which is unthinkable in this day
and age. Coal should be dead. Clean
community energy alternatives exist
and are coming down in cost. Coal
fuels energy poverty, increasing ex-
ports, heavy industry, human rights
abuses, social and environmental deg-
radation and corporate profits.’3

Stormy days

Global warming is no longer an
abstract topic. Its impact is being ex-
perienced across the world in differ-
ent ways. The melting ice caps and
warmer seas mean a change of cur-
rent and wind patterns. This has
meant wetter and cooler summers in
parts of Europe, for example, with
some towns recording the coolest day
of the year in summer rather than in
winter. The implications of these
changes are enormous and the im-
pacts cannot be fully imagined at this
time.

The hurricanes that hit the Unit-
ed States in recent months were poi-
gnant reminders that extreme weath-
er events can wreak havoc that no
nation is prepared for. Although the
US government has indicated that it
is pulling away from global efforts
towards tackling climate change, the
US has not been, and cannot be, ex-
empted from the impacts of the
change. What has miffed the president
of the US, from news reports, is that
the country is seen as shouldering a
disproportionate load in the global
climate efforts. That supposition itself
is contentious. It could be that he is
balking at the plan in the Paris Agree-
ment to raise $100 billion per year
from 2020 for a Green Climate Fund
to be used for mitigation and adapta-
tion projects in vulnerable nations.
$100 billion may seem a huge finan-
cial outlay until we consider the dam-
age wrought on Texas by Hurricane
Harvey and on Florida by Hurricane
Irma.

It is estimated that the two storms
reduced the GDP growth of the US
by one percentage point in the third
quarter of 2017, taking it down to
1.8%. Hurricane Harvey alone is es-
timated to have caused over $100 bil-
lion in damage. Some analysts believe
that the recovery cost from Harvey
and Irma will be up to $200 billion.4

Hurricane Maria that hit Puerto Rico
caused an estimated $95 billion in
damage and left the people without
electricity and potable water. Before
the US Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (FEMA) deleted some
information on the government’s re-
sponses to the disaster in Puerto Rico,
two weeks after Hurricane Maria

struck, just 50% of Puerto Rico had
access to drinking water and only
5.4% had electricity.5 Note that we
have referred to just three hurricanes
that hit the US.

Climate-related disasters have
not spared any continent. We recall
the floods and mudslides in Sierra
Leone, the heavy floods in Bang-
ladesh, Nigeria and elsewhere. A
more recent storm killed 25 persons
in Costa Rica. When such impacts in
vulnerable countries are considered,
the need for the UNFCCC to critical-
ly consider and conclude delibera-
tions on loss and damage from climate
change becomes inescapable. The
consideration must robustly include
accountability by those whose actions
or inaction are factors responsible for
the harm. This is where ecological
and climate debts must be considered,
recognised and accounted for. It also
requires that oil companies and other
fossil fuel corporations be held to ac-
count as their carbon extractive ac-
tivities are solidly at the beginning of
the chain of the unfolding disasters.

Climate refugees

It has been argued that the UN
convention on refugees has no rec-
ognition for climate refugees. That
may be so, but the reality is that peo-
ple are displaced by climate change
impacts. And that is strong enough
reason for the convention to be re-
viewed.

The forced movement of people
in response to climate-related events
compromises their human rights.
Human rights laws will play an im-
portant role where there is violation
of rights due to the impacts of climate
change. The Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and other internation-
al human rights instruments demand
that states take steps to prevent the
violation of human rights. Under Ar-
ticle 2 of the International Covenant
on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights, states have an obligation to
undertake steps, individually and
through international assistance and
cooperation, to fulfil rights, and each
state is required to use ‘the maximum
of its available resources to that end’.6

It cannot be ignored that global
warming and related factors are forc-

C O V E R



15

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 322/323

ing people to look for higher and saf-
er ground. The slogan ‘everyone has
a right not to migrate’ and not to be a
refugee is very instructive. The fact,
though, is that climate change is forc-
ing people to migrate. Consider the
2-3 million people who have been
displaced by the shrinkage of Lake
Chad shared by Cameroon, Chad,
Niger and Nigeria. The loss of 90%
of its size in the 1960s has led to loss
of opportunities for fisherfolks and
pastoralists, among others. It has also
generated a corps of youths vulnera-
ble to cooption into social groups that
they would not have previously con-
sidered. Climate change is implicat-
ed as a factor in the raging conflicts
in the Lake Chad region as well as
the internecine conflicts between pas-
toralists and farmers in Nigeria.

The fact that global warming ex-
acerbates conflicts cannot be denied,
although some have argued that it is
not the most important factor in con-
flict generation. It is generally agreed
that factors such as droughts do raise
the likelihood of ‘sustained conflict’
among peoples that depend on agri-
culture and are vulnerable to weather
variabilities.7

The looming climate disasters are
realities that must be confronted.
Warning signals that should be the
impetus for socio-political change
continue to be ignored. Rather than
changing the exploitative economic
paradigm, we are content with green-
ing the economy. Rather than reduce
consumption and waste, we are con-
tent to merely increase efficiency. So,
mining of minerals and water contin-
ues as if these are inexhaustible. Ex-
ploitation and extinction of species
fail to raise sufficient alarm. Toxic
wastes are shipped, traded or simply
dumped in an exportation of death
that should never be tolerated. Where
lands become unproductive, they are
grabbed elsewhere in the name of in-
creasing food production. There is
scant consideration of the fact that the
foods produced may be solely for ex-
port, for others to enjoy rather than
for those who live on the land.

Land for food

In a dialogue with farmers and
pastoralists in Nigeria,8 we stressed

that ‘soil quality has direct impact on
the quality of harvests. Poor soils pro-
duce poor yields and climate change
affects the quality and availability of
soil for food production. We experi-
ence this directly when there are
floods or droughts. The increasing
desertification in Nigeria can be at-
tributed in part to climate change.
Poor soil management is equally re-
sponsible for incidents of desertifica-
tion that is sometimes erroneously
described as the “southward march”
of the Sahara Desert.’ We also noted
that degraded lands sometimes get
labelled as ‘marginal lands’, thus set-
ting them up to be grabbed and taken
away from communities.

Even small increases in temper-
ature will negatively impact the pro-
duction of cereals such as maize. Glo-
bal warming may lead to an increase
in pests, diseases and post-harvest
losses. In addition, unusual weather
variability coupled with extreme
weather events also lead to damaged
infrastructure; coastal erosion and
loss of land and fishing grounds; and
intrusion of salt water into freshwa-
ter systems, thus affecting marine ec-
osystems. Possibilities of rain-fed
agriculture could be reduced by up to
50% by 2020 and reduction in grass-
land and grain production will ad-
versely affect animal husbandry.

Another COP looms

We are not seeing any signal that
the upcoming Conference of the Par-
ties (COP) to the UNFCCC, which is
to take place in Bonn in November,
will produce anything that raises the
hope of serious concerted climate ac-
tion by governments. While the tar-
gets set by the Paris Agreement of
limiting global warming to 1.5°C or
well below 2°C will be hyped, the
reality is that commitments made by
governments already set the path for
a much warmer world. We are faced
with possibilities of catastrophic tem-
peratures of over 3°C above pre-in-
dustrial levels. With extreme weath-
er events such as storms, wildfires and
ice shelf collapse occurring even at a
1°C temperature rise, there is no time
at all for politicking with climate
change.

The Bonn conference will in one

sense be a test case for the world. Will
nations wake up to the emergency sit-
uation confronting the globe and
make definite and binding commit-
ments? Or will they allow the US,
which has turned its back on the Par-
is Agreement but will be at the COP
negotiating table, to block the routes
to action? ◆

Nnimmo Bassey is director of the Health of
Mother Earth Foundation, an ecological
think-tank based in Nigeria.
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After the hurricane(s)
From climate change to dependence on tourism, the Caribbean today faces a

variety of existential threats.

IN the first week of September, a bar-
rage of hurricanes hit the Caribbean
with a frequency unrivalled in mod-
ern history. Hurricane Irma was the
largest, causing the most damage to
the Leeward Islands and Greater An-
tilles, particularly Antigua, Barbuda,
Cuba, Haiti and the Virgin Islands.

After the hurricane, the media –
disappointingly but unsurprisingly –
crafted hyperbolic, racist headlines
contrasting descriptions of the tour-
ists as the real victims of the hurri-
cane with locals characterised as a
second life-threatening obstacle that
had to be overcome. One British pa-
per reported that ‘hungry locals on the
islands have even started fighting
each other for food and there have
been reports of looters raiding hotel
rooms to profit from the disaster.
Tourists have broken down in tears
as they have eventually been able to
leave the islands devastated by the
hurricane.’ Several media reports
upped the intensity, stating that St
Martin was ‘on the verge of civil war’
after the hurricane passed. The reali-
ty was that people were just trying to
get their hands on what they needed
to survive.

Just as in Haiti after the 2010
earthquake, what we are seeing is a
man-made disaster unfolding along
several dimensions. While the media
coverage of the hurricanes finally
prompted many to admit for the first
time that climate change does exist
and is the most visible culprit for ex-
plaining them, the seeds of this de-
struction have been cultivated over
the past 30 years.

While it doesn’t make for catchy
headlines, the reality is that as the
Caribbean has been hit by stronger
and stronger storms in recent decades,
state capacity to respond to natural

disasters has diminished due to in-
creased levels of debt, reduced gov-
ernment revenue and lower develop-
ment aid. This has led to skyrocket-
ing rates of food insecurity, poverty
and unemployment. On its own, the
Caribbean cannot adapt fast enough
to face the relentless destruction
brought about when climate change
is thrown into the mix.

This multitude of systemic chal-
lenges led one of the region’s leading
intellectuals, the late Norman Girvan,
to remark in 2010 that the Caribbean
faces ‘existential threats’ on a num-
ber of fronts. Girvan went on to state
that ‘30 years ago, one expected to
deal with major disasters of this kind,
say, once every ten years. Nowadays,
most islands expect at least one, and
possibly two or three, every year. In

other words, this now has to be seen
as a permanent, recurring phenome-
non or integral feature of Caribbean
development.’

The increase in natural disasters
in both frequency and intensity is ev-
ident in Haiti, devastated by Hurri-
cane Matthew in 2016 which left over
1,000 people dead, 55,000 homeless
and an estimated 80% of food crops
destroyed. The storm decimated crit-
ical infrastructure, leaving Haiti with
no other option than to descend deep-
er into debt. After international poli-
ticians and NGOs collected and
fraudulently diverted billions of dol-
lars for relief efforts from their intend-
ed use, Haiti took out loans from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF).
To make matters even worse, Hurri-
cane Matthew contaminated water
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Aftermath of the passage of Hurricane Irma in the French Caribbean island of Saint
Martin. As the Caribbean has been hit by stronger and stronger storms in recent
decades, state capacity to respond has diminished.
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sources across the island, triggering
a spike in the cholera epidemic that
Haiti has been fighting since its in-
troduction by United Nations troops
in 2010.

Beyond the destruction wrought
by hurricanes, the region has faced a
seemingly contradictory mix of both
droughts and extreme hurricanes.
These extreme variations in weather
have wreaked havoc across the re-
gion. It has become increasingly vul-
nerable to water shortages, making
sustaining agricultural and tourism
industries nearly impossible.

The other side of paradise

Meanwhile, the region’s depen-
dency on an unsustainable model of
tourism is becoming increasingly vis-
ible. Tourism has now become the
main economic engine of the region,
providing much-needed employment
and government revenue, but often at
the expense of diversification in oth-
er sectors. In Antigua and Barbuda,
tourism contributed 60% to GDP in
2016. Given that tourism is an incred-
ibly vulnerable industry, Caribbean
economies have been restructured to
balance on a knife’s edge.

Over the past 30 years, the Car-
ibbean has been transformed from an
agricultural producer with compara-
tively healthy domestic economies, to
an archipelago of predominantly for-
eign-owned all-inclusive resorts and
offshore tax havens, in what has been
called a tale of ‘riches to rags’. De-
cades of trade liberalisation, structural
adjustment policies and the conse-
quent economic crisis have destroyed
the agricultural industry that was once
the lifeline of so many islands. With
low and stagnant growth across the
Caribbean in combination with rising
food prices, the region now has an
annual food import bill of $4.5 bil-
lion.

On social media, tourists and re-
porters covering the aftermath of the
storm were alarmed that local people
across the affected islands entered
hotels for food and water in order to
survive. But to those from the region,
it was common sense. Water ration-
ing has become commonplace across

the Caribbean, as reservoirs are at
record lows – and hotels supply bot-
tled water to tourists.

The tourism sector is fuelled by
a mix of imported food and drinks and
cheap, disposable labour where locals
serve tourists in resorts as variations
of domestic servants, from driver and
chef to maid and security guard. The
region’s economy has become overly
dependent on an industry that is large-
ly disconnected from the majority of
the local people and does not bring
meaningful economic development.

According to the United Nations
Environment Programme, the Carib-
bean leads the world in tourism ‘leak-
age’ – meaning an estimated 80% of
money spent by tourists ends up leav-
ing the region via foreign-owned ho-
tels, operators, airlines, imported food
and drinks, and the like. A lack of reg-
ulation discourages the creation of
much-needed linkages with the local
economy, for example through jobs
for farmers, food processors and arti-
sans.

A 2015 survey of nearly 2,000
visitors to all-inclusive resorts in the
Caribbean revealed that less than 20%
had left the resort in order to patron-
ise local restaurants, bars or attrac-
tions. Combined with the fact that
multinational corporations force is-
lands into cutthroat competition with
each other, resulting in resorts receiv-
ing 25-year tax holidays, all-inclusive
resorts have had a negative impact on
local economies.

The unhealthy dependency on
tourism means that heavily damaged
islands like Barbuda will take a dou-
ble hit. Resorts will be closed for peak
tourism season, leaving many unem-
ployed and unable to reconstruct their
homes. Once tourists have evacuated
and the camera crews disappear, the
Caribbean will be left alone once
again to patch up the damage before
the next ‘storm of the century’ rolls
up again, all too soon.

A 2008 report from Tufts Univer-
sity on climate change and the Carib-
bean stated that the combination of
increased hurricane damages, loss of
tourism revenue and infrastructure
damages will cost the region $22 bil-
lion annually by 2050 – 10% of the
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current Caribbean economy – and $46
billion by 2100 – 22% of the current
Caribbean economy. Due to the re-
peat reconstruction of resorts, it could
only be a matter of time before resorts
decide that the Caribbean is too un-
stable and unprofitable due to extreme
weather, killing the Caribbean’s larg-
est industry, however problematic,
and plunging it further into econom-
ic devastation.

It is worth noting that the Carib-
bean (aside from Trinidad) contrib-
utes a disproportionally low share of
carbon emissions globally, yet exists
on the frontlines of climate change in
a state of paralysis. As always, the
poorest and most vulnerable are hit
hardest by the actions of the wealthy.
Evidence of climate change abounds.
As Norman Girvan has said, ‘Carib-
bean leaders must take the fight to a
higher level.’

The Philippines has filed a legal
case against the world’s largest oil
companies for violating the human
rights of local people: carbon-based
climate change was responsible for a
2013 storm that killed thousands and
resulted in billions of dollars in dam-
age. The Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) could follow such an
example. Furthermore, states that are
major contributors to carbon emis-
sions must be targeted and challenged
in a similar manner.

Such a move is not without pre-
cedent in the region, as 14 Caribbean
nations have launched a lawsuit
against European colonial powers for
their role in engaging in the enslave-
ment and genocide of African and
Indigenous people. This will no doubt
have adverse repercussions in terms
of economic and political retaliation.
But, as the power and persistence of
environmental disaster increases in
the region, the status quo is killing the
people of the Caribbean. ◆

Kevin Edmonds is a PhD candidate and in-
structor at the University of Toronto, whose
research examines the connection between
trade liberalisation, the decline of the ba-
nana trade and the rise of marijuana culti-
vation/trafficking in the Eastern Caribbean
islands of St Lucia and St Vincent. This arti-
cle is reproduced from the website of the
North American Congress on Latin America
(nacla.org).
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In the Caribbean, colonialism
and inequality mean hurricanes

hit harder
Across the Caribbean, while exposure to hazards is about the same, poverty and
social inequality drastically magnify the severity of disasters. Levi Gahman and

Gabrielle Thongs explain.

HURRICANE Maria, the 15th tropi-
cal depression this season, is now bat-
tering the Caribbean, just two weeks
after Hurricane Irma wreaked havoc
in the region.

The devastation in Dominica is
‘mind-boggling’, wrote the country’s
prime minister, Roosevelt Skerrit, on
Facebook on 19 September. The next
day, in Puerto Rico, NPR public ra-
dio reported via member station
WRTU in San Juan that ‘Most of the
island is without power … or water’.

Among the Caribbean islands
impacted by both deadly storms are
Puerto Rico, St Kitts, Tortola and
Barbuda.

In this region, disaster damages
are frequently amplified by needless-
ly protracted and incomplete recov-
eries. In 2004, Hurricane Ivan rolled
roughshod through the Caribbean
with wind speeds of 160 mph. The
region’s economy took more than
three years to recover. Grenada’s sur-
plus of $17 million became a deficit
of $54 million, thanks to decreased
revenue and the outlays for rehabili-
tation and reconstruction.

Nor were the effects of a 7-mag-
nitude earthquake that rocked Haiti
in 2010 limited to killing some
150,000 people. United Nations
peacekeepers sent in to help left the
country grappling, to this day, with a
fatal cholera outbreak.

These are not isolated instances
of random bad luck. As University of
the West Indies geographers who
study risk perception and political
ecology, we recognise the deep, hu-
man-induced roots of climate change,
inequality and the underdevelopment

of former colonies – all of which in-
crease the Caribbean’s vulnerability
to disaster.

Risk, vulnerability and
poverty

Disaster risk is a function of both
a place’s physical hazard exposure –
that is, how directly it is threatened
by disaster – and its social vulnera-
bility, specifically, how resilient it is.

Across most Caribbean islands,
hazard exposure is about the same,
but research shows that poverty and
social inequality drastically magnify
the severity of disasters.

Haiti, where eight out of every
10 people live on less than $4 a day,
offers an example of how capitalism,
gender and history converge to com-
pound storm damage.

The country is among the West-
ern Hemisphere’s poorest in large part

because of imperialism. After Hai-
tians successfully overthrew their
European enslavers in 1804, global
powers economically stifled the is-
land. From 1915 to 1934, the US first
militarily occupied Haiti, and then
followed a policy of intervention that
continues to have lasting effects on
its governance. International interfer-
ence and the resulting weak institu-
tions, in turn, impeded development,
poverty reduction and empowerment
efforts.

In such a context, disasters ag-
gravate a country’s numerous exist-
ing social vulnerabilities. Take gen-
der, for example. Mental health pro-
fessionals offering support to victims
after Haiti’s 2010 earthquake found
that an extraordinarily high number
of displaced women – up to 75% –
had experienced sexual violence. This
prior trauma exacerbated the wom-
en’s post-disaster stress responses.
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The devastation wrought on Dominica by Hurricane Maria was described as ‘mind-
boggling’ by Prime Minister Roosevelt Skerrit.
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Geography and gender

Inequality and underdevelopment
are perhaps less marked in the rest of
the Caribbean, but from Antigua and
Barbuda to St Kitts and Nevis, socio-
economic problems are now compli-
cating both disaster preparedness and
response.

Across the region, people spend
most of their income on daily essen-
tials like food, clean water, shelter and
medicine, with little left over for
greeting Irma and Maria with lifesav-
ing hurricane-resilient roofs, storm
shutters, solar generators and first-aid
kits.

For the poor, emergency radios
and satellite telephones that could
warn of impending disasters are large-
ly unaffordable, as is homeowners’
insurance to hasten recovery.

Poorer Caribbean residents also
tend to live in the most disaster-prone
areas because housing is cheaper on
unstable deforested hillsides and
eroding riverbanks. This exponential-
ly increases the danger they face. The
low construction quality of these
dwellings offers less protection dur-
ing storms while, post-disaster, emer-
gency vehicles may not be able to
access these areas.

Caribbean women will also con-
tinue to be at particular risk well af-
ter Maria passes. In a region where
gender roles remain quite rigid, wom-
en are typically tasked with childcare,
harvesting, cooking, cleaning, wash-
ing and the like.

Even in post-disaster settings,
women are expected to perform
household labour. So when water sup-
plies are contaminated (with sewage,
E. coli, salmonella, cholera, yellow
fever and hepatitis A, among others),
women are disproportionately ex-
posed to illness.

The work of nourishing the spir-
its and bodies of others when food and
water shortages occur is also thrust
onto women, even though they gen-
erally have less access to income and
credit than men.

No place for politics

Politics, too, play a role in how

the Caribbean is faring during this
tumultuous hurricane season. Long-
time colonial rule isn’t the only rea-
son Caribbean societies and ecosys-
tems are now so vulnerable.

Many contemporary govern-
ments in the region are, arguably, also
doing their part to make life general-
ly worse for marginalised communi-
ties. In Trinidad and Tobago, divest-
ment in public education has hurt
working-class university students,
youth from low-income communities
and older adults who were previous-
ly eligible for financial aid.

In oil-rich Guyana, dependency
upon fossil fuels has invited an eager
ExxonMobil in for a round of drill-
ing, despite its track record for ex-
tracting, polluting and taking profits
largely elsewhere. And, from Jamai-
ca to Belize, widespread corruption
and land rights violations have sev-
ered relationships of trust between
people and the states that are, in the-
ory, supposed to protect them.

When storms threaten, such pol-
icies and practices intensify the Car-
ibbean’s societal and ecological risks.

Irma and Maria are surely not the
last extreme disasters that will strike
the region. To survive and flourish in
this dangerous new normal, Caribbe-
an countries would do well to look to
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the heart of these issues, rethinking
the concept of risk and mindfully en-
gaging with factors like poverty, gen-
der and climate change.

In practice, this means identify-
ing their most vulnerable communi-
ties and working to improve their day-
to-day well-being – not just their sur-
vival in a storm.

The Caribbean’s own Frantz
Fanon (1925-1961), from the island
of Martinique, recognised these com-
plexities in his book The Wretched of
the Earth. Fanon asserted that democ-
racy and the political education of the
masses, across all post-colonial geog-
raphies, is a ‘historical necessity’.
Presciently, he also noted that ‘the soil
needs researching, as well as the sub-
soil, the rivers, and why not the sun’.

As the Caribbean looks for solu-
tions to the damage and suffering
brought on by both nature’s revolt and
social inequality, Fanon’s words seem
like a good place to start. ◆

Levi Gahman is a Lecturer in Radical Geog-
raphy and Critical Development Studies at
the University of the West Indies: St August-
ine Campus. Gabrielle Thongs is an Assis-
tant Lecturer in the Geography Department
at the University of the West Indies: St Au-
gustine Campus. The above article is repro-
duced  f rom The  Conversa t ion
( theconversat ion.com) under  a  Creat ive
Commons licence.

A poor household in Jamaica. Across the Caribbean, socioeonomic problems are
complicating both disaster preparedness and response.
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Irma and Maria: Shedding light
on Puerto Rico’s colonial reality

After 199 years as a US colony and 100 years as US citizens, Puerto Rico has
been trapped in a dangerously steep spiral, its current fiscal and socio-political

crisis one of its many repercussions. The disastrous impact of Hurricanes Irma and
Maria has only served to put the spotlight on the country’s colonial reality by high-

lighting all of the current complications rooted in it.

YOU came to Puerto Rico for the
golden sands and sun (gold was also
the basis of our first colonisers’ ini-
tial attraction); for the endless piña
coladas and rum-spiked mysteries;
for the ‘colonial charm’ and ‘quaint,
humble lifestyle’ (poverty looks so
alluring in the Caribbean, what with
the bright colours, translucent waters
and lush greens in the background –
and it’s only for a week). Your friends
say it’s the hottest spring break spot,
the newspapers say it’s a debt-ridden
disaster, your parents say it’s danger-
ous and that the water is undrinkable,
and the brochures say it’s a (tax) ha-
ven, absolute paradise. So here you
are, in your bathing suit and sarong,
mojito in hand, ready to focus on your
one task for the week: tanning.

But it turns out that the sun isn’t
nailed onto the sky, that it doesn’t run
on unfailing one million 100-watt
light bulbs; that the tides rise and the
swells are ferocious; that coconuts,
palm trees and branches are poten-
tial projectiles; and that a hurricane
is heading straight towards your wor-
ry-free fantasy. So you try to catch
your flight out of this paradise-
turned-inferno, because a hurricane
was not in your itinerary of sites to
see, but instead, Jetblue takes you to
one of the many refuge sites in San
Juan, to a hot and humid coliseum,
where your beach chair is replaced
for a cot, your piña colada for a Wal-
greens water bottle, your dream for
our reality.

The power was out in my house
as I imagined this scenario (and read

parts of it in the newspapers1), which
had taken place the day before, right
before Irma’s arrival. The next day,
the morning after Irma’s passing,
there were more than a million house-
holds without power,2 the Electric
Power Authority (EPA) predicting
that the outages would last from 2-4
months,3 and almost 80,000 house-
holds had lost their water service as
well.4 Over 6,200 people were in ref-
uges around the northeastern side of
the island,5 and Puerto Rico’s agricul-
tural industry suffered $30.4 million
in losses. To make matters worse,
about two weeks later, a new disas-
trous category 4 hurricane, the effects
of which were 1,000 times more cat-
astrophic than Irma’s, was heading
our way: Maria.

But Puerto Rico is no stranger to
crisis. Before Irma’s and Maria’s dev-
astating pitstops in the archipelago,
Puerto Rico was (and still is, even
more so now) undergoing one of the

most detrimental financial and socio-
political crises of its contemporary
history. With an unaudited $74 billion
debt under its belt, and $49 billion in
pension obligations, with decades of
illegal bond issuances and trades and
an overly advertised tax haven, Puer-
to Rico was/is almost literally drown-
ing. Neoliberal policies, such as dra-
conian budget cuts and extreme aus-
terity measures, have been in the
works towards the precarisation of
Puerto Rican livelihood. Governor
Ricardo Rosselló, an unelected and
anti-democratic Fiscal Control Board,
and Judge Laura Taylor Swain are all
trying to oversee and command Pu-
erto Rico simultaneously, going back
and forth on the archipelago’s fiscal
management and debt restructuring
processes.

However, for too many Global
North-ers, even as its financial crisis
worsened and hurricanes Irma and
Maria headed straight towards it, Pu-
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A man wades through a flooded road in Fajardo, Puerto Rico, in the wake of Hurri-
cane Maria. It was estimated that the cost of overall damage caused by Maria in Puer-
to Rico would exceed $10 billion.

Ana Portnoy
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erto Rico was a mere casualty on
CNN’s news ticker, an enchanting
US-owned island on a tourist bro-
chure, that exotic place where the
music video for ‘Despacito’ was
filmed,6  a pebble sinking between an
ocean and a sea that have seen too
much. But Irma’s and Maria’s pass-
ing, and more importantly their after-
effects, exasperated the aforemen-
tioned and brought to light Puerto
Rico’s primordial conundrum, which
encompasses everything from its sti-
fling debt crisis to its crumbling in-
frastructure to the lack of media cov-
erage and recovery-related attention
by the US to PR’s hurricane dilem-
mas: colonialism.

After 199 years as a US colony
(the US would rather euphemise it as
a ‘commonwealth’, ‘unincorporated
territory’, ‘free associated state’ or
‘foreign in a domestic sense’) and 100
years as US citizens, Puerto Rico has
been trapped in a dangerously steep
downward spiral, its current fiscal and
socio-political crisis one of its many
repercussions. And so, ‘natural disas-
ters’ (which are really disasters of our
own making, so let’s call them human
disasters7) are setting PR’s colonial
reality under the spotlight by high-
lighting all of the current complica-
tions rooted in it.

Irma’s and Maria’s passing were
real kicks in the stomach as they un-
derscored the neoliberal austerity
measures (and their effects) being
imposed on PR by the (Colonial) Fis-
cal Control Board, and the corporate
crimes being committed by corporate
entities taking advantage of PR’s co-
lonial status. For starters, as one of
the many consequences of the mas-
sive closure of public schools,8 only
329 schools across the island were
available as shelters during Hurricane
Irma, whereas 372 public schools had
been available during Hurricane Ber-
tha’s passing in 2014.9 According to
Julia Keleher, the leader of PR’s De-
partment of Education, a week after
Hurricane Maria, there were only
about 160 refuge sites available for
post-hurricane stays, this including
community centres, not just schools.

As a result of a decades-long cri-
sis, Puerto Rico’s infrastructure finds

itself in an advanced state of deterio-
ration, including roads, bridges, the
University of Puerto Rico, public ser-
vice buildings and the electric power
system, which were in critical danger
during Irma’s and Maria’s passing.
The first few days after Hurricane
Maria, the entire island was power-
less, PR’s EPA predicting the power
outages to last up to six months; there
were rows of wooden and cement
light posts on the ground, broken to
pieces, generators and power cables
lining narrow neighbourhood roads
and expansive highways. Internet and
communication systems were down
as well, the recovery despairingly
slow (and still ongoing10), leaving ci-
vilians in a horrible state of despair,
longing to either know if their family
and friends were safe or to communi-
cate their post-hurricane status to peo-
ple both on and off the island. Gover-
nor Rosselló estimated that the cost
of overall damages caused by Maria
would exceed $10 billion.11

Furthermore, a good part of PR’s
‘essential infrastructure’12 is on the
coast, making it more vulnerable to
flooding and high tides, especially
during a hurricane of Irma’s or Mar-
ia’s intensity. Interestingly enough,
however, a lot of the ‘essential infra-
structure’ is built to benefit and serve
the tourist industry and mercantile
trade with the US, and only the US
(thank you, cabotage laws13). What-
ever money is invested in infrastruc-
ture tends to go towards revitalising
these ‘essentials’ (forget the hole-cov-
ered roads leading to our homes, as-
bestos-filled buildings and crumbling
light posts at the mercy of hurricane
winds), further proving our colonial
market dependency and the colonial-
ity of the tourist industry, which ca-
ters particularly to PR’s colonial re-
lations with the US.

Additionally, after Hurricane
Irma, President Donald Trump signed
a disaster declaration for Puerto Rico,
which meant the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) would
be able to assist the archipelago.
However, the assistance authorised
for Puerto Rico was only for search
and rescue, public health and safety,
and debris removal. It didn’t include

rebuilding or even restoration of pow-
er,14 and with the current fiscal crisis,
and the (Colonial) Fiscal Control
Board’s long silence after Irma’s pass-
ing,15 rebuilding and restructuring
will be a tough feat for Puerto Rico
given the lack of resources to do so.
After Maria’s passing, Governor Ros-
selló met with FEMA’s administrator,
William B Long, and solicited that
Congress pass a law to help PR,
claiming that Puerto Ricans should be
treated equally, as American citizens
(his statehood-er party politics at play,
no matter the truthfulness of his state-
ment).

The US’ unjust exceptionality
and second-class treatment of Puerto
Ricans, both islanders and statesid-
ers, even though they’re American
citizens, is exemplary of the workings
of colonialism, just like the US me-
dia’s blatant disregard of Puerto Rico
(and the Caribbean as a whole) dur-
ing Irma’s passing, coverage taking
place well after disaster struck and
people complained,16 and the unequal
recovery-related attention after both
hurricanes in comparison with the aid
being offered to Florida and Texas.

Carla Minet, from the Center for
Investigative Journalism in Puerto
Rico, elaborated on the crisis’s al-
ready devastating effects on PR, and
how they would be further aggravat-
ed: ‘The budget cuts, in an already
weak economy, will probably make
the storm’s social impact worse. A
forecast before Irma arrived by the
Center for a New Economy think
tank’s policy director, Sergio M.
Marxuach, projected the catastroph-
ic effects of the Fiscal Plan that was
recently approved: high probability of
another lost decade, continued popu-
lation loss due to migration and low-
er birth rates, lower employment, less
access to public education, pension
cuts, worsening health outcomes,
higher mortality and lower life ex-
pectancy, and in the end – of course –
higher poverty and inequality. Now
add in the cataclysm of a monster
hurricane that the plan never account-
ed for.’17 Therefore, Puerto Rico’s fi-
nancial crisis, a product of colonial
practices such as the well-known tax-
haven, highly-suspected unconstitu-
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tional bond issuances by some finan-
cier members of the (Colonial) Fis-
cal Control Board,18 and corporate
involvement,19 was heightened by Ir-
ma’s and Maria’s dangerous threats
to the lives of the people of Puerto
Rico.

On the topic of corporate involve-
ment, Applied Energy Systems
(AES), a corporation that generates
coal-based energy and is profiting off
Puerto Rico’s colonial status, didn’t
properly cover up the toxic ashes20

and coal waste that it produces in the
town of Guayama. And what’s worse
is that, whereas Irma skirted the north-
eastern part of PR (its devastating ef-
fects mostly experienced in that re-
gion), Maria cut straight through the
island, entering through the town of
Yabucoa, which is only four towns
away from Guayama. The uncovered
ashes21 were at the mercy of Irma and
Maria, representing a profound health
risk to communities far and wide.
AES Puerto Rico, and many other
corporations residing and profiteering
in PR, have been exploiting and tak-
ing advantage of colonially enforced
deregulation, tax exemption, corpo-
rate welfare, labour reform,22 the list
goes on.

And so Naomi Klein’s ‘shock
doctrine’ comes into play in a colo-
nial context. Klein, an award-winning
journalist, uses the term ‘shock doc-
trine’ to ‘describe the brutal tactic of
using the public’s disorientation fol-
lowing a collective shock … to push
through radical pro-corporate mea-
sures’.23 After Irma’s and Maria’s de-
structive passing, and most important-
ly, after the chaos they created, the
‘shock doctrine’ is a recipe for disas-
ter for a colonial territory under the
jurisdiction of a (Colonial) Fiscal
Control Board and neoliberal-loving
governor, and additionally, under the
threat of profit-hungry hedge funds.

The (Colonial) Fiscal Control
Board is likely to push, even more
aggressively, the many policies it has
in line, such as the privatisation of
PR’s EPA, using Irma and Maria as
excuses to do so.24 In a press confer-
ence in PR three days after Maria’s
passing, New York’s Governor An-
drew Cuomo, who flew to PR to as-

sess damages and assist rebuilding
and restoration efforts, said PR might
as well use this opportunity not just
to rebuild, but to rebuild with the in-
tention of making everything ‘better’
than it was before, referring to PR’s
electrical infrastructure as an exam-
ple. But is Cuomo aware of what ‘bet-
ter’ entails under the colonial-fiscal
crisis PR finds itself in?

Similarly, news anchor Erin Bur-
nett from CNN was in utter shock af-
ter hearing that PR’s power-outage
situation would probably take up to
six months to get fixed: ‘Six months
without power?! This is the United
States of America!’ But that’s where
Burnett is utterly wrong: this (PR) is
not the United States of America, this
is a colony of the United States of
America; this is not a First World
country, this is a Third World coun-
try; this is not a Global North, devel-
oped nation, this is a Global South,
(made) under-developed nation; this
is not a fully incorporated and equal-
ly privileged state (not that we want
to be), this is a neglected and reject-
ed foreign yet domestic appendage of
the US.

To continue making matters
worse regarding the ‘shock doctrine’,
it wouldn’t be surprising if Rosselló
and the (Colonial) Fiscal Control
Board applied this very doctrine, aid-
ed by Irma and Maria and further aid-
ed by PR’s colonial vulnerability, to

dismantle and privatise the Universi-
ty of Puerto Rico,25 the only public
higher education institution on the
archipelago (which has been conve-
niently shut down for too long due to
Irma’s and Maria’s passing, Maria
having caused devastating damage to
many of its campuses). And so on and
so forth with a number of other pub-
lic institutions that are defenceless
under the colonial rule of the (Colo-
nial) Fiscal Control Board and its bla-
tant neoliberal attacks, especially af-
ter chaos-monsters like Irma and
Maria.

On 23 September, PR was sup-
posed to commemorate El Grito de
Lares, a highly important uprising
against Spanish colonial rule that took
place 149 years ago. Instead, almost
two weeks after Irma’s passing, PR
had to stare down another monstrous
hurricane which headed straight to-
wards the archipelago where Irma’s
after-effects were still being felt;
where some people had just gotten
their power back while others were
still living in the dark; where trees and
light posts were still lying around,
waiting to take on second lives as pro-
jectiles; where many (both locals and
refugees from neighbouring Caribbe-
an islands) were still recovering from
having lost their homes and living in
one of PR’s many refuge sites; where
crisis and colonialism hold hands,
crowned normal, everyday.

C O V E R

With much of Puerto Rico still lacking power supply following the passage of Hurri-
cane Maria, its people have been forced to rely on gas and diesel generators. Picture
shows Puerto Ricans lining up at gas stations for fuel.
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And so, you’re sitting in your cot
with your straw hat on, hundreds of
locals scrambling around you with
their homes stuffed in a bag or a suit-
case, and you wonder why your flight
dropped you and ditched; why this
place of refuge is so understaffed;
why the power went out when it hasn’t
started raining yet and no gusts of
wind have blown; why CNN isn’t cov-
ering the hurricane’s passing over
Puerto Rico (‘I’m here, send over an
embassy representative for me!’ you
yell in your mind as you stare into
your almost-batteryless smartphone);
why life has been so unfair to you,
ruining your longed-for vacation in
the island of enchantment. Your
thoughts are interrupted when you
spot a window and decide to walk
towards it in gloomy fashion, only to
look through pigeon-christened glass
and watch as clouds gather and in-
coming winds batter a US flag … oh,
and a Puerto Rican one.

* * * * * * * * *

Parts of this article were previ-
ously published in a piece entitled
‘Puerto Rico, trapped between colo-
nialism and hurricanes’, published on
the Global Voices website. I worked
on and finished this article from the
very trenches of the scene of devas-
tation: Puerto Rico. In my hometown,
Mayagüez, I currently have no pow-
er, water, Internet or cellphone ser-
vice. Therefore, aside from sparse lo-
cal print newspapers, a solar radio and

an unreliable hour of news every once
in a while made possible by a power
plant, I’m totally isolated. ◆

The  above  i s  reproduced  f rom
CounterPunch.org.
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Faced with an unaudited $74 billion debt and $49 billion in pension obligations, Puer-
to Rico is being subjected to severe budget cuts. The graffiti on the wall in the picture
reads ‘Puerto Rico first. To hell with the debt’.
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In Maria’s wake, could Puerto
Rico go totally green?

In the following article, Harvey Wasserman makes a strong case for Puerto Rico to
go green by abandoning the old paradigm of centrally generated and distributed
electricity based on fossil fuels and moving instead to a decentralised network of

green-based microgrids. Since this article was written, automaker Tesla has moved
in to deliver solar power to a children’s hospital in Puerto Rico.

THE ecological and humanitarian de-
struction of Puerto Rico has left the
world aghast. But there is a hopeful
green-powered opportunity in this
disaster that could vastly improve the
island’s future while offering the
world a critical showcase for a sane
energy future.

By all accounts Hurricane Maria
has levelled much of the island, and
literally left it in the dark. Puerto
Rico’s electrical grid has been exten-
sively damaged, with no prospects for
a return to conventionally generated
and distributed power for months to
come.

In response, US President
Donald Trump has scolded the island
for its massive debt, and waited a full
week after the storm hit to lift a ship-
ping restriction requiring all incom-
ing goods to be carried on US-flagged
ships. (That restriction is largely re-
sponsible for the island’s economic
problems in the first place.)

The Puerto Rico Electric Power
Authority is a state-owned operation
that hosts a number of solar and wind
farms, as well as a network of hydro-
electric dams. But the bulk of its en-
ergy supply has come from heavy in-
dustrial oil, diesel and gas burners. It
also burns coal imported from Colom-
bia at a plant in Guayama.

The fossil burners themselves
apparently were left mostly undam-
aged by Maria. But the delivery sys-
tem, a traditional network of above-
ground poles and wires, has essential-
ly been obliterated. Power authority
officials say it could take at least 4-6
months to rebuild that network. And
of course, there is no guaranteeing
such a pole-and-wire set-up would not
then be obliterated by the next storm.

Among the most serious casual-

ties have been the island’s hospitals.
According to reports, 58 of Puerto
Rico’s 69 medical facilities have been
blacked out. At least two people died
when intensive care units went dark.

But therein lies the opportunity.
With solar panels and battery back-
ups, every one of those hospitals
could be energy self-sufficient.
Throughout the US, such technology
is now being applied at medical fa-
cilities, data processing and storage
facilities, and other critical units.

According to Mark Sommer, a
California-based energy expert, Pu-
erto Rico could safeguard such criti-
cal facilities and far more quickly re-
store its power by letting go of the
old paradigm of centrally generated
and distributed electricity, and mov-
ing instead to a decentralised network
of green-based microgrids.

Microgrids are community-based
networks that power smaller geo-
graphic and consumer areas than the
big central grids like the one that
served Puerto Rico. Mostly they are
based on decentralised generation,
including networks of rooftop solar
panels. As Sommer puts it, ‘Renew-
ably powered microgrids are a rela-
tively simple and already mature tech-
nology that can be deployed in
months rather than years and once the
initial investment is recovered deliv-
er dramatically lower energy bills.’

Because Puerto Rico is moun-
tainous and hosts many small, remote
villages, the island’s best hope for a
manageable energy future is with de-
centralised power production in self-
sustaining neighbourhoods. Built
around small-scale wind and solar
arrays, with battery backups protect-
ed from inevitable floods and hurri-

canes, Puerto Rico could protect its
electricity supply from the next natu-
ral disaster while building up a
healthy, low-cost energy economy.

The island is also a good source
of sugar cane and other fast-growing
tropical vegetation, making a strong
case for biomass sources like ethanol.
Much of Brazil’s automobile fleet
runs at least partly on fuel produced
by fermenting bagasse, a by-product
of the country’s huge sugar cane crop.

With local financing and owner-
ship, the prospects for a sun-drenched
ecosystem like Puerto Rico’s to go to
renewable-based microgrids are over-
whelming. In terms of cost, immedi-
acy, immunity from the next hurricane
and long-term sustainability, this is a
tragic but unique opportunity.

There is little precedent for an
entire geographic entity to lose 100%
of its grid. We can expect a deaf ear
on this from a Trump administration
dominated by the fossil fuel and nu-
clear power industries.

But to rebuild Puerto Rico’s elec-
tric grid in a traditional centralised
fashion would only prolong Maria’s
agony while leaving the island deathly
vulnerable to the next big wind storm.

Puerto Rico’s best hope for a
safe, prosperous, sustainable energy
future is to take control of its power
supply with a mix of renewable gen-
eration, protected backup storage, and
a decentralised, local-based network
of community-owned microgrids.   ◆

Harvey Wasserman is co-founder of the glo-
bal grassroots No Nukes movement and au-
thor or co-author of 20 books, including So-
l a r top ia !  Our  Green -Powered  Ea r th
(solartopia.org) and The Last Energy War
(Seven Stories Press). The above article is
reproduced from Progressive.org.
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Devastating consequences
According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Potsdam Institute for
Climate Impact Research (PIK), unabated climate change will have ‘devastating
consequences’ in Asia and the Pacific. The impacts could ‘severely affect their

future growth and reverse current development gains’.

‘THE global climate crisis is arguably
the biggest challenge human civilisa-
tion faces in the 21st century, with the
Asia and Pacific region at the heart
of it all,’ argues Bambang Susantono,
the ADB vice-president for knowl-
edge management and sustainable de-
velopment. ‘Home to two-thirds of
the world’s poor and regarded as one
of the most vulnerable regions to cli-
mate change, countries in Asia and
the Pacific are at the highest risk of
plummeting into deeper poverty – and
disaster – if mitigation and adaptation
efforts are not quickly and strongly
implemented.’

Climate change has consequenc-
es including sea-level rise, stronger
storms, changing rainfall patterns and
dwindling glaciers. The landmass of
small island states in the Pacific is
being eroded by the rising sea level.
After all, they consist of atolls that
are hardly above sea level, so these
countries are likely to cease to exist.
Their people would become climate-
change refugees, without hope of ever
returning home.

Six to eight degrees warmer

But even in Asia’s biggest and
most developed countries, unmitigat-
ed climate change will lead to severe
setbacks and economic decline. Ac-
cording to a recently published report
by the ADB and PIK, business as usu-
al would mean a six-degree rise of
average temperatures over the Asian
continent by the end of this century,
and some countries could experience
even ‘significantly hotter climates’.
Temperatures in Tajikistan, Afghani-
stan, Pakistan and the north-western
part of China may even rise by eight

degrees.
In the business-as-usual scenar-

io, moreover, annual precipitation is
expected to increase by up to 50%
over most land areas in the region.
Accordingly, there would be more and
worse floods. Countries like Pakistan
and Afghanistan, however, may ex-
perience a decline in rainfall by 20-
50%, with the implication of
droughts.

The authors warn of ‘drastic
changes in the region’s weather sys-
tem, agriculture and fisheries sectors,
land and marine biodiversity, domes-
tic and regional security, trade, urban
development, migration, and health’.
Mitigation and adaptation are need-
ed, as business as usual would pose
an ‘existential threat to some coun-
tries’ and ‘crush any hope of achiev-
ing sustainable and inclusive devel-
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opment’.
Health impacts are important too.

Based on statistics provided by the
World Health Organisation, the au-
thors show that the death toll related
to vector-borne diseases such as ma-
laria and dengue is rising.

Forced migration

Generally, two categories of cli-
mate impacts can be identified as mi-
gration triggers: slow-onset events
(for example, droughts and water
stress) and sudden events (for exam-
ple, floods and storms). It is well
known that natural disasters often
force people to leave their homes.
Slow-onset developments, however,
also lead to similar reactions. The re-
searchers point out that ‘migratory
responses to gradual climate change,

Sheila Mysorekar

Countries like Pakistan may experience a sharp decline in rainfall, with the implica-
tion of droughts, if climate change continues unabated.



26

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 322/323

such as desertification, salinisation
and drying of soils, deserve more at-
tention.’

One example the report gives is
the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. With
more than 18 million people, it is one
of the most densely populated regions
on earth. The fertile soil makes it ide-
al for rice planting. Over 50% of Viet-
nam’s staple food is produced here,
and so are 60% of the country’s
shrimps. However, salinisation of
soils is a consequence of sea water
pressing into aquifers and more evap-
oration due to greater heat. In addi-
tion, erratic rainfalls affect liveli-
hoods. In the long term, sea-level rise,
tropical storms and flooding events
could ‘aggravate the situation in the
delta for people whose livelihoods are
closely intertwined with the ecosys-
tem’, the report states.

Mass migration away from the
area is to be expected, according to
the researchers. In the past, disaster-
related displacement in the Mekong
Delta was largely linked to cases of
unusually heavy precipitation. How-
ever, slow-onset developments mat-
ter too because they make the delta
less fertile and inhabitable. Food pro-
duction will suffer in other regions as
well, as the report predicts: ‘In some

countries of Southeast Asia, rice
yields could decline by up to 50% by
2100 if no adaptation efforts are
made.’

Megacities at risk

The Asia and Pacific region in-
cludes some of the world’s largest
urban agglomerations. According to
the ADB-PIK publication, Asia ac-
commodated 16 of humankind’s 28
megacities (with more than 10 mil-
lion inhabitants) in 2014. Many im-
portant urban centres are ‘located
within a short distance of the coast of
the region’. Throughout the region,
‘coastal population growth is far high-
er than national growth’, the authors
point out.

Low-lying coastal cities are es-
pecially exposed to the expected pre-
dicaments associated with climate
change, including tropical cyclones
and flooding. It is estimated that East
Asia and South Asia will account for
the lion’s share of projected coastal
flood damage in 2050.

According to the ADB-PIK re-
port, of the 20 cities that account for
the worst annual flood damages
worldwide, 13 are in Asia. They are:
Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Tianjin,
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Zhanjiang and Xiamen in China;
Mumbai, Chennai-Madras, Surat and
Kolkata in India; Ho Chi Minh City
in Vietnam; Jakarta in Indonesia;
Bangkok in Thailand; and Nagoya in
Japan.

Nineteen of the 25 cities most
exposed to a one-metre sea-level rise
are located in the Asia-Pacific region;
seven of them are in the Philippines
alone. Indonesia, however, will be the
country most hit in the region by
coastal flooding, with approximately
5.9 million people expected to be af-
fected every year until 2100.

Decisive action needed

On the upside, Asian nations de-
pend less on agriculture than previ-
ously, according to the ADB and PIK,
because economic diversification has
made them more resilient. On the
downside, increasingly integrated re-
gional economic systems are vulner-
able to disruptions in supply chains.
As Asia’s industries are highly inter-
linked internationally, extreme weath-
er events in one Asian country will
have strong repercussions in others –
as well as in the rest of the world. The
experts warn that economic progress
can be undone fast.

To mitigate the impact of climate
change, the report highlights the im-
portance of implementing the com-
mitments of the Paris Agreement:
‘The region has both the capacity and
weight of influence to move towards
sustainable development pathways,
curb global emissions, and promote
adaptation,’ the report concludes. To
support these efforts, the ADB ap-
proved a record $3.7 billion in climate
finance in 2016 and is committed to
further scaling up investments to $6
billion by 2020.

The outlook is thus not necessar-
ily bleak. Hans Joachim Schellnhu-
ber, who heads the PIK, says that
‘leading the clean industrial revolu-
tion will provide Asia with unprece-
dented economic opportunities’.    ◆

Sheila Mysorekar is a member of the edito-
rial team of D+C (Development and Cooper-
ation) magazine, from which this article is
reproduced (No. 2017/10, www.dandc.eu).

Over 50% of Vietnam’s staple rice crop is produced in the Mekong Delta, but climate
change could ‘aggravate the situation in the delta for people whose livelihoods are
closely intertwined with the ecosystem’.
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Asia’s high glaciers protect
communities from drought

The high mountains of Asia, including the Himalayas, the Hindu Kush and
Karakoram, are now being greatly affected by global warming. If this results in a

loss of glaciers, it could have a perilous impact on countries like Pakistan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan which are highly dependent

on the summer meltwater from these sources.

A RECENT study in the journal Na-
ture by Hamish Pritchard, a glaciolo-
gist at Cambridge University and re-
searcher for the British Antarctic Sur-
vey, shows that the high mountains
of Asia, including the Himalayas, the
Hindu Kush and Karakoram, are be-
ing greatly affected by global warm-
ing. In some areas of the Himalayan
region, for example, temperatures
have risen faster than the global av-
erage. From 1982 to 2006, the aver-
age annual mean temperature in the
region increased by 1.5°C, with an
average increase of 0.06°C per year,
according to the United Nations En-
vironment Programme (UNEP). Even
though studies on the high mountains
of Asia are incomplete, it is believed
that the mountains will lose half of
their ice in the next 30 years.

This glacial loss has consequenc-
es for Asia as the glaciers provide an
important ecosystem service to 800
million people by acting as a region-
al buffer against drought and provid-
ing summer meltwater to rivers and
aquifers. If the glaciers in the eastern
and central Himalayas disappear by
2035, the ecosystem service protect-
ing against drought would be lost.
Despite the fact that glaciers can pro-
mote drought resiliency, the surround-
ing areas would be particularly vul-
nerable to water scarcity because the
glaciers will not supply enough melt-
water to maintain the rivers and
streams at adequate levels.

Lack of water could lead to dev-
astating food shortages and malnutri-
tion, further impacting the economy

and public health. Based on a project-
ed estimate of glacier area in 2050, it
is thought that declining water avail-
ability will eventually threaten some
70 million people with food insecuri-
ty. Droughts in the Himalayan region
have already resulted in more than 6
million deaths over the past century.
Glacier loss would only add to
drought-related water stress in the
region, impacting a surrounding 136
million people.

In an interview with the Glacier-
Hub website, Pritchard explained,
‘Without these glaciers, particularly
in the Indus and Aral, droughts would
be substantially worse in summer than
they are now, and that could be
enough to drive conflict and migra-
tion, which becomes a regional and
potentially global issue. It could re-
sult in social instability, conflict and

migrations of populations.’
According to Pritchard’s re-

search, the high mountains of Asia
supply 23 cubic kilometres of water
downstream every summer. If the gla-
ciers were to vanish, the amount of
water during the summer would de-
crease by 38% in the upper Indus ba-
sin on average and up to 58% in
drought conditions. The loss of sum-
mer meltwater would have its great-
est effects on the municipal and in-
dustrial needs of Pakistan, Tajikistan,
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kyr-
gyzstan, with water stress being clas-
sified as medium to extremely high.
For example, the Indus River, which
has one of the world’s largest irriga-
tion networks, is Pakistan’s primary
source of freshwater. About 90% of
Pakistan’s agriculture depends on the
river and much of the world’s cotton
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Rosette Zarzar

The glaciers in the high mountains of Asia provide an important ecosystem service to
800 million people by acting as a regional buffer against drought.
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comes from the Indus River Valley.
Additionally, decreased meltwater
would further affect upstream coun-
tries such as Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan
and Nepal that rely on hydropower.
The Toktogul hydropower plant and
four smaller plants downstream pro-
duce almost 80% of Kyrgyzstan’s
electricity.

Pritchard presents data that show
how much the glacier meltwater con-
tributes to different regions within
Asia during drought. Some areas,
such as the Aral Sea, rely exclusively
on the glacier water during the
drought months. The glaciers provide
meltwater when rainfall is minimal or
non-existent under drought conditions
because glaciers store precipitation
for decades to centuries as ice, which
then flows to lower altitudes when
melting in the summer.

Twila Moon, a postdoctoral re-
search associate at the US National
Snow and Ice Data Centre in Boul-
der, Colorado, recently discussed the
consequences of global glacier vol-
ume loss on populations worldwide
in Science magazine. ‘Rising seas, to
which melting ice is a key contribu-
tor, are expected to displace millions
of people within the lifetime of many
of today’s children,’ she stated. ‘This
loss of Earth’s land ice is of interna-
tional concern.’

As temperatures continue to rise,
the surrounding regions will begin to
lose their source of water for food,
agriculture and survival. Due to in-
adequate scientific studies and evi-
dence, the trends and status of gla-
ciers in the Himalayas and other rang-
es are not being sufficiently observed
and recorded. A lack of adequate
monitoring of the glaciers means po-
litical action to adapt to the foreseen
changes will be limited. More com-
munication between the scientific
community and policy-makers is
needed to relay knowledge about the
impacts of changes in glaciers on the
region’s hydrology, environment and
livelihoods. ◆

Rosette Zarzar is a fourth-year student at
Columbia University majoring in Sustainable
Development. This article is reproduced from
GlacierHub (glacierhub.org).
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Devastating Himalayan floods
are made worse by an

international blame game
As the Himalayas come under pressure from climate change, climate scientists

have warned that ‘extreme floods’ in the region are becoming more frequent, driven
by less frequent but more intense rainfall. These transnational floods, which have

sparked off a blame game among India, Nepal and China, underscore the need for
institutions with a region-wide perspective rather than country-specific remits to

handle the problem, says Jagannath Adhikari.

DEVASTATING floods in Nepal
have sparked regional tension, with
Nepali politicians and media outlets
claiming that Indian infrastructure
along their shared border has left
Nepal vulnerable.

In a visit to India in August, Ne-
pal’s Prime Minister Sher Bahadur
Deuba released a joint statement with
his Indian counterpart Narendra Modi
pledging to work together to combat
future flood disasters. But relations
between the two countries remain
strained, and many in Nepal still re-
sent India for a three-month blockade
of supplies in the wake of the 2015
earthquakes.

One source of this tension is sim-
ply the geography of the Himalayas,
where a dam or road built in one coun-
try can cause inundation in its neigh-
bour.

The result is an international
blame game, with India, China and
Nepal accusing each other of short-
sighted and self-interested politics.
Without region-wide organisations to
effectively share information and co-
ordinate disaster relief, many more
people have suffered.

Tangled geography

Floods are almost annual events
in the Himalayas. Huge rivers origi-
nating in the Himalayas pass through
the densely settled Terai flats that span
both India and Nepal, and these riv-
ers swell enormously in the monsoon
season.

But this year’s floods have been
particularly devastating. In July and
August more than 1,200 people were
killed and 20 million others affected
by floods in Nepal, India and Bang-
ladesh.

These transborder floods are a
political as well as a logistical prob-
lem. In the case of the recent floods,
Nepal’s Ministry of Home Affairs
pointed to two large Indian dams in
the Kosi and Gandaki rivers, as well
as high roads, embankments and
dykes built parallel to Nepal’s
1,751km border with India, arguing
that this infrastructure obstructs the
natural flow of water.

India, for its part, has blamed
Nepal for creating floods in the past
and – although disputed in scientific
circles – many believe deforestation
in Nepal contributes to water over-
flow into India.

The problem is that infrastructure

in one country can have a serious
impact on its neighbours, especially
in monsoon season. At least a dozen
people were injured last year in clash-
es over an Indian dam that the Kath-
mandu Post reported will inundate
parts of Nepal when completed.

And the problems aren’t just
caused by dams. Hydrologists and
disaster experts in Nepal claim that
recent floods have been worsened by
significant illegal mining of the low
Churia hills for boulders and sand, for
use in the rapidly expanding construc-
tion sector in India.

India, China and Nepal

The disputes aren’t limited to In-
dia and Nepal. India and China signed
a deal in 2006 to share hydrological
information on the huge rivers that
run through both their territories, so
as to cope better with annual flood-
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Nepal was badly hit by floods earlier this year. Nepali politicians and media outlets
claim that Indian infrastructure along their shared border has left the country vulner-
able to flooding.
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ing. But earlier this year India’s Min-
istry of External Affairs accused Chi-
na of failing to share vital data, exac-
erbating floods in India’s northeast.

This is not an isolated incident.
In 2013 a huge flood in northwestern
India, called the Himalayan tsunami,
killed around 6,000 people and affect-
ed millions more. At that time, Indi-
an officials claimed that they did not
get information from Nepalese offi-
cials on heavy rainfall in Nepal’s hills,
or on glacier conditions. Nepali offi-
cials, in turn, responded that China
was in a better position to share in-
formation about climatic conditions
on that part of the Himalayas. Stud-
ies conducted later concluded that
efficient information sharing and ear-
ly warnings would have reduced the
resulting damage.

This problem becomes more ur-
gent as the Himalayas come under
pressure from climate change. Cli-
mate scientists have warned that ‘ex-
treme floods’ in the region are becom-
ing more frequent, driven by less fre-
quent but more intense rainfall.

It is now vital to think differently
about how institutions handle these
disasters. India and Nepal announced
in August that they would establish a
Joint Committee on Inundation and
Flood Management, and a Joint Team
of Experts to ‘enhance bilateral co-
operation’ in water management,
which is a positive sign.

But the Himalayas urgently needs
institutions with a region-wide per-
spective, rather than country-specif-
ic remits. These organisations can ef-
feciently share information on weath-
er patterns, take action to reduce over-
all impact of floods, and consult each
other while developing infrastructures
that could have transboundary con-
sequences.

Human interference and myopic
political action have intensified the
impact of these floods. We now need
every country in the region to accept
shared responsibility and commit to
helping those affected, regardless of
their nationality. ◆

Jagannath Adhikari is an adjunct faculty
member at Curtin University in Perth, Aus-
tralia. This article is reproduced from The
Conversation (theconversation.com) under a
Creative Commons licence.
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Saving the soil that feeds us
The confluence of conflict and climate-related shocks such as drought and floods is

threatening global food security. What is particularly alarming is the continued degrada-
tion of soil, with a UN report warning that one-third of the world’s land has been severely

degraded and fertile soil is being lost at the rate of 24 billion tonnes a year.
 Clare Westwood examines this grim situation and what can be done to save the soil.

GLOBAL hunger is on the rise. In
2016, the number of chronically un-
dernourished people in the world in-
creased to an estimated 815 million,
up from 777 million in 2015, accord-
ing to a recent United Nations report.1

The world is home to 155 million
stunted children and wasting contin-
ues to threaten the lives of almost
52 million children (8% of children
under five years of age), while child-
hood overweight and obesity rates are
on the rise in most regions and in all
regions for adults.2

The food security situation has
visibly worsened in parts of sub-Sa-
haran Africa and South-Eastern and
Western Asia.3 Deteriorations have
been observed most notably in situa-
tions of conflict, exacerbated by cli-
mate-related shocks like droughts and
floods.

The UN report, The State of Food
Security and Nutrition in the World
2017, states: ‘The concurrence of
conflict and climate-related natural
disasters is likely to increase with cli-
mate change, as climate change not
only magnifies problems of food in-
security and nutrition, but can also
contribute to a further downward spi-
ral into conflict, protracted crisis and
continued fragility.’ The report iden-
tifies several countries where a con-
junction of conflict and climate-relat-
ed shocks was associated with food
crisis situations in 2016, including
South Sudan, which was hit by both
drought and floods, and Yemen,
where flooding, heavy rains and trop-
ical cyclones impacted adversely on
food security.

The recent increases in hunger
and undernutrition figures pose a sig-
nificant challenge to realising the goal
of ending hunger by 2030 as per in-
ternational commitments in the 2030

Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment. While it is not yet clear wheth-
er this recent rise in hunger and food-
insecurity levels signals the beginning
of an upward trend, or whether it re-
flects an acute transient situation, one
thing is clear: we will not end hunger
and all forms of malnutrition by 2030
unless we address all the factors that
undermine food security and nutri-
tion. And one of those factors is the
rapid pace of soil degradation global-
ly. Good soil is a fundamental aspect
of food security. But the viability of
soil is being threatened by human ac-
tivity as well as climate change.

Soil is the largest land-based res-
ervoir of carbon on Earth, absorbing
it from trees and vegetation as they
die and decay.4 The soil stores four
times more carbon than all trees and
other life on Earth.5 Soil microbes (the
tiny bacteria, fungi and other micro-

organisms that determine soil health)
are fundamental to countless ecosys-
tem services such as producing hu-
mus (the dark organic material in
soils) and providing a critical water
filtration system for trees.6 The health
and vitality of soil everywhere, from
the smallest backyard garden to the
largest farm, plays an essential role
in food production.

Alarmingly though, soil is being
destroyed at a rapid rate. If we con-
tinue to degrade our soils, we will not
be able to feed the world in the fu-
ture. A 2017 United Nations Conven-
tion to Combat Desertification (UN-
CCD) study reports that a third of the
Earth’s land is severely degraded and
fertile soil is being lost at the rate of
24 billion tonnes a year.7 In 2009, the
international farmers’ rights NGO
GRAIN had already calculated that
in the previous 50 years, the massive
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Chemical fertliser being sprayed on a field of wheat. It has been estimated that the
massive use of chemical fertilisers and other unsustainable practices of industrial
agriculture caused an average loss of at least 30-60 tonnes of soil organic matter for
every hectare of agricultural land.
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use of chemical fertilisers and other
unsustainable practices of industrial
agriculture had caused an average
loss of at least 30-60 tonnes of soil
organic matter for every hectare of
agricultural land.8 This translated to
a total loss of at least 150-205 billion
tonnes of organic matter over the pe-
riod.9 In any event, carbon losses from
the intensive use of chemicals on
soils, ploughing up grasslands, and
clearing forests and peatlands consti-
tute the second-largest source of car-
bon dioxide, after burning fossil fu-
els.10

Heavy tilling, multiple harvesting
and the over-use of agrochemicals
have increased yields, but this has
come at the expense of long-term sus-
tainability. In the past 20 years, agri-
cultural production has increased
threefold and the amount of irrigated
land has doubled.11 This diminishes
fertility, which can lead to land aban-
donment and desertification. The
UNCCD study mentioned above not-
ed that decreasing productivity could
be observed on 20% of the world’s
cropland, 16% of forest land, 19% of
grassland and 27% of rangeland.12

The same study cited high levels
of food consumption in wealthy coun-
tries as another reason for soil degra-
dation in developing and least-devel-
oped countries.13 Such demands are
expected to continue to grow. The
UNCCD study forecasts that by 2050,
sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, the
Middle East and North Africa will
face the greatest pressure unless the
world sees lower levels of meat con-
sumption, better land regulation and
improved farming efficiency.14 Over-
grazing by livestock due to high meat
consumption contributes greatly to
soil degradation.15 Soya production,
mainly for industrial animal feed, has
destroyed forests and ecosystems in
Latin America.16

Against this grim scenario, we
have climate change.

Climate change is a serious threat
to soil health. Soil health is closely
related to water and water is key to
all agriculture.17 The climate crisis has
fundamentally altered the water cy-
cle around the world. The result is
shifting precipitation patterns and in-

creased evaporation which result in
more frequent severe rainfall events
and more severe droughts. In many
areas, rainfall has become either in-
creasingly abundant or in desperate-
ly short supply, relative to long-term
averages.18

Extreme downpours can lead to
runoff and erosion because the ground
is simply not able to absorb the pre-
cipitation at the rate it is falling. This
strips healthy soil of key nutrients
needed to sustain agriculture. In ur-
ban, suburban and agricultural areas,
this runoff can pick up pollutants from
the land and carry them down to riv-
ers and other waterways. Further-
more, when a powerful downpour
occurs in an area without adequate
trees and other vegetation to hold the
soil in place, a landslide can happen.
In coastal areas, sea-level rise can lead
to increased groundwater salinisation
due to the intrusion of salt water in-
land. This will reduce the availability
of fresh water for home consumption
as well as for garden and farm irriga-
tion.

On the other side of the coin, re-
duced precipitation together with ris-
ing temperatures is causing increased
desertification, leading to a complete
loss of farm production in many ar-
eas. Frequent droughts and enhanced
evaporation are killing off the vital
living soil ecosystems necessary to

grow healthy crops. In addition, they
leave less water to dilute even rela-
tively common pollutants in rivers,
streams, lakes, wells and reservoirs.
It is projected that Asia’s mountain
glaciers will lose at least a third of
their mass through global warming by
the end of the century, with dire con-
sequences for millions.19 These gla-
ciers feed many of the world’s great
rivers, including the Ganges, the In-
dus and the Brahmaputra, on which
hundreds of millions of people de-
pend for freshwater.

The climate crisis thus has a pro-
found impact on every drop of water
on the Earth’s surface. The viability
of home gardens and farms, and the
availability of fresh, healthy and af-
fordable food everywhere is directly
threatened when climate changes and
there is either too much or too little
water. Another 2017 study projects
that rising temperatures and increas-
ing extreme weather events could re-
duce global production of maize,
wheat, rice and soya by 9% in the
2030s and up to 23% in the 2050s.20

Another impact of climate
change on soil health is through its
effect on soil microbes. A 17-year
study21 into the effect of global warm-
ing on microbes found them to be far
less adaptable to changing conditions
than previously expected. This means
that we cannot assume that microbes,
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Agroecological methods such as ‘no-till farming’, which eliminates manipulation of
soil for crop production, can improve soil health.
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and therefore the soil, will respond to
climate change in a way that many
scientific models have assumed. This
finding thus raises concerns that the
microbes will not be able to carry out
essential functions, such as breaking
down leaves and other organic mat-
ter in a process which converts them
into nitrogen and other nutrients that
plants need to grow. Soil is the major
buffer system for environmental
changes, and the microbial commu-
nity is the basis for that resilience.
Therefore, if the microbial commu-
nity is not resilient to climate change,
then it calls into question the resil-
ience of the whole environment to
climate change.22

What then should be done to save
soil? Clearly, agroecology is the way
forward to ensure soil health and
abundant food production as well as
effective carbon sequestration. The
UNCCD study called for a shift away
from destructive intensive agriculture.

Already in 2009, GRAIN calcu-
lated that, by using sustainable farm-
ing techniques, we could progressive-
ly increase soil organic matter by 60
tonnes per hectare over 50 years, and
capture a large chunk of the excess
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.23

Agroecological methods would in-
clude ‘no-till farming’, which elimi-
nates the manipulation of the soil for
crop production. This should ideally
be combined with cover cropping us-
ing non-cash crops like clover or
small grains to protect soil from ero-
sion, weeds, pests and diseases; de-
crease nutrient loss; and improve soil
fertility and biodiversity between pe-
riods of regular crop rotation.24 This
will build soil organic matter which
will trap carbon; act as a shield over
the soil to protect it during dry times;
act as a sponge to protect the soil from
heavy rains; add nutrients to the
crops; and provide water quality ben-
efits.

Another good move would be to
turn exhausted cropland to pasture
land to protect soils and build soil
carbon while still producing food.25

Small numbers of animals that eat
grass and arable by-products which
humans do not eat could be good for
the environment, provided of course

that these pasture lands do not en-
croach upon critical wildlife habitats
such as forests and peatlands. Low-
intensity grazing will allow fallow
land to remain productive, which will
encourage farmers to protect their
soils and reduce pressure on the land.

Last but not least, changing our
eating habits from high amounts of
industrially raised meat to far small-
er quantities of higher-quality, main-
ly grass-fed meat or going vegetarian
entirely, along with less dairy, more
ecologically grown fruit and vegeta-
bles, and less processed food will
make a big difference to sustainable
global soil and food security.26 ◆

Clare Westwood is a writer and researcher
on food, agriculture, climate change and
agricul ture,  and biosafety  for  the Third
World Network.
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Alert: Nature on the verge of
bankruptcy

Pressures on global land resources are now greater than ever, as a rapidly
increasing population coupled with rising levels of consumption are placing
ever-larger demands on the world’s land-based natural capital, warns a new

United Nations report.

CONSUMPTION of the earth’s nat-
ural reserves has doubled in the last
30 years, with a third of the planet’s
land now severely degraded, adds the
United Nations Convention to Com-
bat Desertification (UNCCD)’s new
report, launched on 12 September in
Ordos, China, during the Conven-
tion’s 13th summit (6-16 September).

‘Each year, we lose 15 billion
trees and 24 billion tonnes of fertile
soil,’ the Global Land Outlook (GLO)
report says, adding that a significant
proportion of managed and natural
ecosystems is degrading and at fur-
ther risk from climate change and
biodiversity loss.

In basic terms, there is increas-
ing competition between the demand
for goods and services that benefit
people, like food, water and energy,
and the need to protect other ecosys-
tem services that regulate and support
all life on Earth, according to the new
publication.

At the same time, terrestrial
biodiversity underpins all of these
services and underwrites the full en-
joyment of a wide range of human
rights, such as the rights to a healthy
life, nutritious food, clean water and
cultural identity, adds the report.

The report provides some key
facts: from 1998 to 2013, approxi-
mately 20% of the Earth’s vegetated
land surface showed persistent declin-
ing trends in productivity, apparent in
20% of cropland, 16% of forest land,
19% of grassland and 27% of range-
land.

These trends are ‘especially
alarming’ in the face of the increased

demand for land-intensive crops and
livestock.

More land degradation, more
climate change

Land degradation contributes to
climate change and increases the vul-
nerability of millions of people, es-
pecially the poor, women and chil-
dren, UNCCD says, adding that cur-
rent management practices in the land
use sector are responsible for about
25% of the world’s greenhouse gas-
es, while land degradation is both a
cause and a result of poverty.

‘Over 1.3 billion people, mostly
in the developing countries, are
trapped on degrading agricultural
land, exposed to climate stress, and
therefore excluded from wider infra-
structure and economic develop-
ment.’

Land degradation also triggers
competition for scarce resources,
which can lead to migration and in-
security while exacerbating access
and income inequalities, the report

warns.
‘Soil erosion, desertification, and

water scarcity all contribute to soci-
etal stress and breakdown. In this re-
gard, land degradation can be consid-
ered a “threat amplifier”, especially
when it slowly reduces people’s abil-
ity to use the land for food produc-
tion and water storage or undermines
other vital ecosystem services.’

Meanwhile, higher temperatures,
changing rainfall patterns and in-
creased water scarcity due to climate
change will alter the suitability of vast
regions for food production and hu-
man habitation, according to the re-
port.

‘The mass extinction of flora and
fauna, including the loss of crop wild
relatives and keystone species that
hold ecosystems together, further
jeopardises resilience and adaptive
capacity, particularly for the rural
poor who depend most on the land
for their basic needs and livelihoods.’

Our food system, UNCCD
warns, has put the focus on short-term
production and profit rather than
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A third of the earth’s land is now severely degraded.
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long-term environmental sustainabil-
ity.

The modern agricultural system
has resulted in huge increases in pro-
ductivity, holding off the risk of fam-
ine in many parts of the world, but, at
the same time, is based on monocul-
tures, genetically modified crops, and
the intensive use of fertilisers and
pesticides that undermine long-term
sustainability, it adds.

And here are some of the conse-
quences: food production accounts
for 70% of all freshwater withdraw-
als and 80% of deforestation, while
soil, the basis for global food securi-
ty, is being contaminated, degraded
and eroded in many areas, resulting
in long-term declines in productivity.

In parallel, small-scale farmers,
the backbone of rural livelihoods and
food production for millennia, are
under immense strain from land deg-
radation, insecure tenure, and a glob-
alised food system that favours con-
centrated, large-scale and highly
mechanised agribusiness.

This widening gulf between pro-
duction and consumption, and ensu-
ing levels of food loss/waste, further
accelerates the rate of land use
change, land degradation and defor-
estation, warns the UN Convention.

Global challenges

Speaking at the launch of the re-
port, UNCCD Executive Secretary
Monique Barbut said, ‘Land degra-
dation and drought are global chal-
lenges and intimately linked to most,
if not all aspects of human security
and well-being – food security, em-
ployment and migration, in particu-
lar.’

‘As the ready supply of healthy
and productive land dries up and the
population grows, competition is in-
tensifying, for land within countries
and globally. As the competition in-
creases, there are winners and losers.’

According to the Convention,
land is an essential building block of
civilisation yet its contribution to our
quality of life is perceived and val-
ued in starkly different and often in-
compatible ways.

A minority has grown rich from

the unsustainable use and large-scale
exploitation of land resources, with
related conflicts intensifying in many
countries, UNCCD states.

‘Our ability to manage trade-offs
at a landscape scale will ultimately
decide the future of land resources –
soil, water, and biodiversity – and
determine success or failure in deliv-
ering poverty reduction, food and
water security, and climate change
mitigation and adaptation.’

Except for some regions in Eu-
rope, human use of land before the
mid-1700s was insignificant when
compared with contemporary chang-
es in the Earth’s ecosystems, UNC-
CD notes, adding that the notion of a
limitless, human-dominated world
was embraced and reinforced by sci-
entific advances.

‘Populations abruptly gained ac-
cess to what seemed to be an unlimit-
ed stock of natural capital, where land
was seen as a free gift of nature.’

The scenario analysis carried out
for the Outlook report examines a
range of possible futures and projects
increasing tension between the need
to increase food and energy produc-
tion, and continuing declines in biodi-
versity and ecosystem services.

From a regional perspective,
these scenarios predict that sub-Sa-
haran Africa, South Asia, the Middle
East and North Africa will face the
greatest challenges due to a mix of
factors, including high population
growth, low per capita GDP, limited
options for agricultural expansion,
increased water stress and high biodi-

C O V E R

versity losses.
These are the real facts. The big

question is whether this self-destruc-
tive trend can be reversed. The an-
swer is yes, or at least that losses could
be minimised.

On this, Barbut said that the GLO
report suggests, ‘It is in all our inter-
ests to step back and rethink how we
are managing the pressures and the
competition.’

‘The Outlook presents a vision
for transforming the way in which we
use and manage land because we are
all decision-makers and our choices
can make a difference – even small
steps matter,’ she further added.

For his part, UN Development
Programme Administrator Achim
Steiner stated, ‘Over 250 million peo-
ple are directly affected by desertifi-
cation, and about one billion people
in over one hundred countries are at
risk.’

They include many of the world’s
poorest and most marginalised peo-
ple, he said, adding that achieving
land degradation neutrality can pro-
vide a healthy and productive life for
all on Earth, including water and food
security.

The Global Land Outlook shows
that ‘each of us can in fact make a
difference’.

Can Mother Nature recover? The
answer is a clear yes. Perhaps it would
suffice that politicians pay more at-
tention to real human needs than pro-
moting weapons deals – and that big
business helps replenish the world’s
natural capital. – IPS ◆

The modern agricultural system is based on monocultures that undermine long-term
sustainability.
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‘Alarm bells ringing’: Global
CO2 levels at highest in three

million years
A UN publication has revealed that last year, the average global concentration of

carbon dioxide surged at record-breaking pace to the highest level in approximately
three million years. Jessica Corbett reports.

AHEAD of the 6-17 November Unit-
ed Nations climate negotiations in
Bonn, Germany, an annual bulletin
released on 30 October revealed that
last year, the average global concen-
tration of carbon dioxide (CO

2
)

surged at a record-breaking pace to
the highest level in approximately
three million years, renewing scien-
tists’ concerns that more action is
needed to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions.

‘This should set alarm bells ring-
ing in the corridors of power,’ Dave
Reay, a professor of carbon manage-
ment at the University of Edinburgh
who was not involved with the re-
search, told The Guardian. ‘We know
that, as climate change intensifies, the
ability of the land and oceans to mop
up our carbon emissions will weak-
en.’

‘There’s still time to steer these
emissions down and so keep some
control,’ Reay added, ‘but if we wait
too long humankind will become a
passenger on a one-way street to dan-
gerous climate change.’

The Greenhouse Gas Bulletin,
published by the United Nations
World Meteorological Organisation
(WMO)’s Global Atmosphere Watch
programme, found that globally av-
eraged CO

2
 concentrations increased

from 400 parts per million (ppm) in
2015 to 403.3 ppm last year.

Scientists have reliable data on
carbon dioxide concentration span-
ning approximately 800,000 years,
and researchers estimate the last time
the planet had a comparable concen-
tration of carbon dioxide was 3 to 5
million years ago, during the Pliocene
epoch, when the global temperature

was up to 3°C warmer and, due to
melting ice sheets, the sea level was
about 66 feet higher than it is today.

The bulletin attributes the in-
crease in CO

2
 levels to the El Niño

event and greenhouse gas emissions
from human activities, including
‘growing population, intensified ag-
ricultural practices, increases in land
use and deforestation, industrialisa-
tion, and associated energy use from
fossil fuel sources’ since the ‘indus-
trial era, beginning in 1750’.

for hundreds of years and in the
oceans for even longer. The laws of
physics mean that we face a much
hotter, more extreme climate in the
future,’ said WMO Secretary-Gener-
al Petteri Taalas.

‘Without rapid cuts in CO
2
 and

other greenhouse gas emissions, we
will be heading for dangerous tem-
perature increases by the end of this
century, well above the target set by
the Paris climate change agreement,’
Taalas added. ‘Future generations will
inherit a much more inhospitable
planet.’

‘The longer we wait to implement
the Paris Agreement, the greater the
commitment and the more drastic
(and expensive) the required future
emission reductions will need to be
to keep climate change within criti-
cal limits,’ the bulletin notes, echo-
ing growing concerns about the eco-
nomic costs of climate change.

‘The numbers don’t lie,’ said Erik
Solheim, head of UN Environment.
‘We are still emitting far too much and
this needs to be reversed. The last few
years have seen enormous uptake of
renewable energy, but we must now
redouble our efforts to ensure these
new low-carbon technologies are able
to thrive.’

‘We have many of the solutions
already to address this challenge,’
Solheim concluded. ‘What we need
now is global political will and a new
sense of urgency.’ ◆

Jessica Corbett is a staff writer with the
Common Dreams  webs i t e
(www.commondreams.org), from which this
article is reproduced under a Creative Com-
mons licence.
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‘If we wait too long

humankind will become

a passenger on a

one-way street to

dangerous climate

change.’

While emissions represent the
full amount of carbon dioxide re-
leased into the atmosphere, the mea-
sured concentrations focus on what
remains in the atmosphere ‘after the
complex system of interactions be-
tween the atmosphere, biosphere, cry-
osphere, and the oceans’. As carbon
sinks, the oceans and biosphere each
takes up about a quarter of total CO

2
emissions.

The bulletin warns that today’s
global CO

2
 concentrations, which are

now 145% of levels before 1750, will
likely have a notable impact on glo-
bal climate systems and cause ‘severe
ecological and economic disruptions’.

‘CO
2
 remains in the atmosphere
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The great nutrient collapse
The atmosphere is literally changing the food we eat, for the worse. And almost

nobody is paying attention.

IRAKLI Loladze is a mathematician
by training, but he was in a biology
lab when he encountered the puzzle
that would change his life. It was in
1998, and Loladze was studying for
his Ph.D. at Arizona State Universi-
ty. Against a backdrop of glass con-
tainers glowing with bright green al-
gae, a biologist told Loladze and a
half-dozen other graduate students
that scientists had discovered some-
thing mysterious about zooplankton.

Zooplankton are microscopic
animals that float in the world’s
oceans and lakes, and for food they
rely on algae, which are essentially
tiny plants. Scientists found that they
could make algae grow faster by shin-
ing more light onto them – increas-
ing the food supply for the zooplank-
ton, which should have flourished.
But it didn’t work out that way. When
the researchers shined more light on
the algae, the algae grew faster, and
the tiny animals had lots and lots to
eat – but at a certain point they start-
ed struggling to survive. This was a
paradox. More food should lead to
more growth. How could more algae
be a problem?

Loladze was technically in the
math department, but he loved biolo-
gy and couldn’t stop thinking about
this. The biologists had an idea of
what was going on: The increased
light was making the algae grow fast-
er, but they ended up containing few-
er of the nutrients the zooplankton
needed to thrive. By speeding up their
growth, the researchers had essential-
ly turned the algae into junk food. The
zooplankton had plenty to eat, but
their food was less nutritious, and so
they were starving.

Loladze used his math training to
help measure and explain the algae-
zooplankton dynamic. He and his
colleagues devised a model that cap-
tured the relationship between a food
source and a grazer that depends on
the food. They published that first

paper in 2000. But Loladze was also
captivated by a much larger question
raised by the experiment: just how far
this problem might extend.

‘What struck me is that its appli-
cation is wider,’ Loladze recalled in
an interview. Could the same prob-
lem affect grass and cows? What
about rice and people? ‘It was kind
of a watershed moment for me when
I started thinking about human nutri-
tion,’ he said.

In the outside world, the problem
isn’t that plants are suddenly getting
more light: It’s that for years, they’ve
been getting more carbon dioxide
(CO

2
). Plants rely on both light and

carbon dioxide to grow. If shining
more light results in faster-growing,
less nutritious algae – junk-food al-
gae whose ratio of sugar to nutrients
was out of whack – then it seemed
logical to assume that ramping up
carbon dioxide might do the same.
And it could also be playing out in
plants all over the planet. What might
that mean for the plants that people
eat?

What Loladze found is that sci-
entists simply didn’t know. It was al-
ready well documented that CO

2
 lev-

els were rising in the atmosphere, but
he was astonished at how little re-
search had been done on how it af-
fected the quality of the plants we eat.
For the next 17 years, as he pursued
his math career, Loladze scoured the
scientific literature for any studies and
data he could find. The results, as he
collected them, all seemed to point in
the same direction: The junk-food
effect he had learned about in that
Arizona lab also appeared to be oc-
curring in fields and forests around
the world. ‘Every leaf and every grass
blade on earth makes more and more
sugars as CO2 levels keep rising,’

Loladze said. ‘We are witnessing the
greatest injection of carbohydrates
into the biosphere in human history –
[an] injection that dilutes other nutri-
ents in our food supply.’

He published those findings just
a few years ago, adding to the con-
cerns of a small but increasingly wor-
ried group of researchers who are rais-
ing unsettling questions about the fu-
ture of our food supply. Could car-
bon dioxide have an effect on human
health we haven’t accounted for yet?
The answer appears to be yes – and
along the way, it has steered Loladze
and other scientists directly into some
of the thorniest questions in their pro-
fession, including just how hard it is
to do research in a field that doesn’t
quite exist yet.

In agricultural research, it’s been
understood for some time that many
of our most important foods have
been getting less nutritious. Measure-
ments of fruits and vegetables show
that their minerals, vitamin and pro-
tein content has measurably dropped
over the past 50 to 70 years. Research-
ers have generally assumed the rea-
son is fairly straightforward: We’ve
been breeding and choosing crops for
higher yields rather than nutrition, and
higher-yielding crops – whether broc-
coli, tomatoes or wheat – tend to be
less nutrient-packed.

In 2004, a landmark study of
fruits and vegetables found that ev-
erything from protein to calcium, iron
and vitamin C had declined signifi-
cantly across most garden crops since
1950. The researchers concluded this
could mostly be explained by the va-
rieties we were choosing to grow.

Loladze and a handful of other
scientists have come to suspect that’s
not the whole story and that the at-
mosphere itself may be changing the
food we eat. Plants need carbon di-
oxide to live like humans need oxy-
gen. And in the increasingly polarised
debate about climate science, one
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High temperatures drive down
sorghum yields

It may not only be their nutrient content that is declining in
an age of climate change; key food crops could also be

yielding less.

G.B.S.N.P Varma

Sorghum packs a nutritional wallop
and bestows food security on half a
billion people in Africa and South Asia.
Cultivated in semi-arid and arid cli-
mate, it is a staple food for people in
developing countries, and is also used
in developed countries as animal fod-
der.

Sorghum is well-known for weath-
ering harsh environmental conditions
and for being able to draw water from
far depths of the earth.

However, up until now that as-
sumption has never been tested
against predictions of higher future
temperatures due to climate change.
A new study published in Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences
of the United States of America (PNAS)
does precisely that.

The researchers, from Kansas
State University (KSU), studied 30
years of sorghum production in the
state and found that the crop has con-
siderable vulnerability to heat stress
under higher average temperatures.
Yields decline by 10% for each degree
of warming above 33 degrees Celsius,
according to the study’s lead authors
Krishna Jagadish and Jesse Tack.

They also found that there was not
much genetic diversity among more
than 400 cultivars they analysed,
which limits producers’ ability to adapt
to a warming climate. The crop is most-
ly grown in hot countries – the US is
the largest producer, with Mexico, Ni-
geria, Sudan and India also produc-
ing it in high quantities.

Rising temperatures damage the
growth and development of sorghum.
The researchers looked at planting
and flowering schedules and stages
of the crop, and found that high tem-
peratures impacted both pre-flowering
and post-flowering stages.

The pre-flowering stage is a criti-
cal point in the lifecycle of the plant

thing that isn’t up for debate is that
the level of CO

2
 in the atmosphere is

rising. Before the industrial revolu-
tion, the earth’s atmosphere had about
280 parts per million of carbon diox-
ide. Last year, the planet crossed over
the 400-parts-per-million threshold;
scientists predict we will likely reach
550 parts per million within the next
half-century – essentially twice the
amount that was in the air when
Americans started farming with trac-
tors.

If you’re someone who thinks
about plant growth, this seems like a
good thing. It has also been useful
ammunition for politicians looking
for reasons to worry less about the
implications of climate change.
Lamar Smith, a Republican who
chairs the House Committee on Sci-
ence, recently argued that people
shouldn’t be so worried about rising
CO

2
 levels because it’s good for

plants, and what’s good for plants is
good for us.

‘A higher concentration of car-
bon dioxide in our atmosphere would
aid photosynthesis, which in turn con-
tributes to increased plant growth,’ the
Texas Republican wrote. ‘This cor-
relates to a greater volume of food
production and better quality food.’

But as the zooplankton experi-
ment showed, greater volume and
better quality might not go hand-in-
hand. In fact, they might be inversely
linked. As best scientists can tell, this
is what happens: Rising CO

2
 revs up

photosynthesis, the process that helps
plants transform sunlight to food. This
makes plants grow, but it also leads
them to pack in more carbohydrates
like glucose at the expense of other
nutrients that we depend on, like pro-
tein, iron and zinc.

In 2002, while a postdoctoral fel-
low at Princeton University, Loladze
published a seminal research paper in
Trends in Ecology and Evolution, a
leading journal, arguing that rising
CO2 and human nutrition were inex-
tricably linked through a global shift
in the quality of plants. In the paper,
Loladze complained about the dearth
of data: Among thousands of publi-
cations he had reviewed on plants and
rising CO

2
, he found only one that

when reproductive parts are devel-
oped, while the post-flowering stage
is important for seed production.

Warming makes plants grow
faster, shortening the plant’s lifecycle
and reducing the yield. It also dries
up the air, forcing the plant to tran-
spire more water to grow normally,
which means it runs out of water
sooner.

‘Despite the appreciation for sor-
ghum’s water-sipping attributes, there
does not seem to be an effort to cou-
ple that with needed heat resilience,’
says Tack.

The research findings lead to the
wider question of whether other crops
have cultivars that can withstand
harsher conditions.

‘Do other millets such as pearl
millet have sufficient genetic diversi-
ty to counter future increase in tem-
peratures? This hypothesis requires
systematic investigation similar to
what we have undertaken with sor-
ghum,’ Jagadish says.

A 2016 paper by KSU research-
ers published in the journal Field
Crops Research notes that research
that has investigated the impact of
heat stress during reproductive stag-
es of crops has found that damage
occurs between 30-40°C.

High temperatures have been
found to affect other major crops. Re-
searchers from around the globe
analysed 70 studies looking at the im-
pacts of temperature on yields of four
crops. In a study also published in
PNAS, they concluded that for each
degree rise in global mean tempera-
ture, yields of wheat would fall by 6%,
rice by 3%, maize by 7% and soybean
by 3%. These crops provide two-
thirds of the world’s calorific intake. –
TheEcologist.org            ◆

G.B.S.N.P Varma is a freelance jour-
nalist based in India with an interest
in climate science, environment and
ecology.
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looked specifically at how it affected
the balance of nutrients in rice, a crop
that billions of people rely on. (The
paper, published in 1997, found a
drop in zinc and iron.)

Loladze’s paper was first to tie
the impact of CO

2
 on plant quality to

human nutrition. But he also raised
more questions than he answered, ar-
guing that there were fundamental
holes in the research. If these nutri-
tional shifts were happening up and
down the food chain, the phenome-
non needed to be measured and un-
derstood.

Part of the problem, Loladze was
finding, lay in the research world it-
self. Answering the question required
an understanding of plant physiolo-
gy, agriculture and nutrition – as well
as a healthy dollop of math. He could
do the math, but he was a young aca-
demic trying to establish himself, and
math departments weren’t especially
interested in solving problems in
farming and human health.

Loladze struggled to get funding
to generate new data and continued
to obsessively collect published data
from researchers across the globe. He
headed to the heartland to take an as-
sistant professor position at the Uni-
versity of Nebraska-Lincoln. It was a
major agricultural school, which
seemed like a good sign, but Loladze
was still a math professor. He was told
he could pursue his research interests
as long as he brought in funding, but
he struggled. Biology grant makers
said his proposals were too math-
heavy; math grant makers said his
proposals contained too much biolo-
gy.

‘It was year after year, rejection
after rejection,’ he said. ‘It was so
frustrating. I don’t think people grasp
the scale of this.’

It’s not just in the fields of math
and biology that this issue has fallen
through the cracks. To say that it’s lit-
tle known that key crops are getting
less nutritious due to rising CO

2
 is an

understatement. It is simply not dis-
cussed in the agriculture, public
health or nutrition communities. At
all.

When the POLITICO news or-
ganisation contacted top nutrition

experts about the growing body of
research on the topic, they were al-
most universally perplexed and asked
to see the research. One leading nu-
trition scientist at Johns Hopkins
University said it was interesting, but
admitted he didn’t know anything
about it. He referred me to another
expert. She said they didn’t know
about the subject, either. The Acade-
my of Nutrition and Dietetics, an as-
sociation representing an army of
nutrition experts across the country,
connected me with Robin Foroutan,
an integrative medicine nutritionist
who was also not familiar with the
research.

‘It’s really interesting, and you’re
right, it’s not on many people’s radar,’
wrote Foroutan, in an email, after be-
ing sent some papers on the topic.
Foroutan said she would like to see a
whole lot more data, particularly on
how a subtle shift toward more car-
bohydrates in plants could affect pub-
lic health.

‘We don’t know what a minor
shift in the carbohydrate ratio in the
diet is ultimately going to do,’ she
said, noting that the overall trend to-
ward more starch and carbohydrate
consumption has been associated with
an increase in diet-related disease like
obesity and diabetes. ‘To what degree
would a shift in the food system con-
tribute to that? We can’t really say.’

Asked to comment for this story,
Marion Nestle, a nutrition policy pro-
fessor at New York University who’s
one of the best-known nutrition ex-
perts in the country, initially ex-
pressed scepticism about the whole
concept but offered to dig into a file
she keeps on climate issues.

After reviewing the evidence, she
changed her tune. ‘I’m convinced,’
she said, in an email, while also urg-
ing caution: It wasn’t clear whether
CO

2
-driven nutrient depletion would

have a meaningful impact on public
health. We need to know a whole lot
more, she said.

Kristie Ebi, a researcher at the
University of Washington who’s stud-
ied the intersection of climate change
and global health for two decades, is
one of a handful of scientists in the
US keyed into the potentially sweep-

ing consequences of the CO
2
-nutri-

tion dynamic, and brings it up in ev-
ery talk she gives.

‘It’s a hidden issue,’ Ebi said.
‘The fact that my bread doesn’t have
the micronutrients it did 20 years ago
– how would you know?’

As Ebi sees it, the CO
2
-nutrition

link has been slow to break through,
much as it took the academic com-
munity a long time to start seriously
looking at the intersection of climate
and human health in general. ‘This is
before the change,’ she said. ‘This is
what it looks like before the change.’

Loladze’s early paper raised
some big questions that are difficult,
but not impossible, to answer. How
does rising atmospheric CO

2
 change

how plants grow? How much of the
long-term nutrient drop is caused by
the atmosphere, and how much by
other factors, like breeding?

It’s also difficult, but not impos-
sible, to run farm-scale experiments
on how CO

2
 affects plants. Research-

ers use a technique that essentially
turns an entire field into a lab. The
current gold standard for this type of
research is called a FACE experiment
(for ‘free-air carbon dioxide enrich-
ment’), in which researchers create
large open-air structures that blow
CO

2
 onto the plants in a given area.

Small sensors keep track of the CO
2

levels. When too much CO
2 
escapes

the perimeter, the contraption puffs
more into the air to keep the levels
stable. Scientists can then compare
those plants directly with others grow-
ing in normal air near by.

These experiments and others
like them have shown scientists that
plants change in important ways when
they’re grown at elevated CO

2
 levels.

Within the category of plants known
as ‘C3’ – which includes approxi-
mately 95% of plant species on earth,
including ones we eat like wheat, rice,
barley and potatoes – elevated CO

2

has been shown to drive down impor-
tant minerals like calcium, potassium,
zinc and iron. The data we have,
which look at how plants would re-
spond to the kind of CO

2
 concentra-

tions we may see in our lifetimes,
show these important minerals drop
by 8%, on average. The same condi-
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tions have been shown to drive down
the protein content of C3 crops, in
some cases significantly, with wheat
and rice dropping 6% and 8%, respec-
tively.

Earlier this summer, a group of
researchers published the first stud-
ies attempting to estimate what these
shifts could mean for the global pop-
ulation. Plants are a crucial source of
protein for people in the developing
world, and by 2050, they estimate,
150 million people could be put at risk
of protein deficiency, particularly in
countries like India and Bangladesh.
Researchers found a loss of zinc,
which is particularly essential for
maternal and infant health, could put
138 million people at risk. They also
estimated that more than 1 billion
mothers and 354 million children live
in countries where dietary iron is pro-
jected to drop significantly, which
could exacerbate the already wide-
spread public health problem of
anaemia.

There aren’t any projections for
the United States, where we for the
most part enjoy a diverse diet with no
shortage of protein, but some re-
searchers look at the growing propor-
tion of sugars in plants and hypothe-
sise that a systemic shift in plants
could further contribute to our already
alarming rates of obesity and cardio-
vascular disease.

Another new and important strain
of research on CO

2
 and plant nutri-

tion is now coming out of the US
Department of Agriculture (USDA).
Lewis Ziska, a plant physiologist at
the Agricultural Research Service
headquarters in Beltsville, Maryland,
is drilling down on some of the ques-
tions that Loladze first raised 15 years
ago with a number of new studies that
focus on nutrition.

Ziska devised an experiment that
eliminated the complicating factor of
plant breeding: He decided to look at
bee food.

Goldenrod, a wildflower many
consider a weed, is extremely impor-
tant to bees. It flowers late in the sea-
son, and its pollen provides an impor-
tant source of protein for bees as they
head into the harshness of winter.
Since goldenrod is wild and humans

haven’t bred it into new strains, it
hasn’t changed over time as much as,
say, corn or wheat. And the Smithso-
nian Institution also happens to have
hundreds of samples of goldenrod,
dating back to 1842, in its massive
historical archive – which gave Zis-
ka and his colleagues a chance to fig-
ure out how one plant has changed
over time.

They found that the protein con-
tent of goldenrod pollen has declined
by a third since the industrial revolu-
tion – and the change closely tracks
with the rise in CO

2
. Scientists have

been trying to figure out why bee pop-
ulations around the world have been
in decline, which threatens many
crops that rely on bees for pollination.
Ziska’s paper suggested that a decline
in protein prior to winter could be an
additional factor making it hard for
bees to survive other stressors.

Ziska worries we’re not studying
all the ways CO

2
 affects the plants we

depend on with enough urgency, es-
pecially considering the fact that
retooling crops takes a long time.

‘We’re falling behind in our abil-
ity to intercede and begin to use the
traditional agricultural tools, like
breeding, to compensate,’ he said.
‘Right now it can take 15 to 20 years
before we get from the laboratory to
the field.’

As Loladze and others have
found, tackling globe-spanning new
questions that cross the boundaries of
scientific fields can be difficult. There
are plenty of plant physiologists re-
searching crops, but most are dedi-
cated to studying factors like yield
and pest resistance – qualities that
have nothing to do with nutrition.
Math departments, as Loladze discov-
ered, don’t exactly prioritise food re-
search. And studying living things can
be costly and slow: It takes several
years and huge sums of money to get
a FACE experiment to generate
enough data to draw any conclusions.

Despite these challenges, re-
searchers are increasingly studying
these questions, which means we may
have more answers in the coming
years. Ziska and Loladze, who now
teaches math at Bryan College of
Health Sciences in Lincoln, Nebras-

ka, are collaborating with a coalition
of researchers in China, Japan, Aus-
tralia and elsewhere in the US on a
large study looking at rising CO

2
 and

the nutritional profile of rice, one of
humankind’s most important crops.
Their study also includes vitamins, an
important nutritional component that
to date has almost not been studied at
all.

USDA researchers also recently
dug up varieties of rice, wheat and soy
that USDA had saved from the 1950s
and 1960s and planted them in plots
around the US where previous re-
searchers had grown the same culti-
vars decades ago, with the aim of bet-
ter understanding how today’s high-
er levels of CO

2
 affect them.

In a USDA research field in
Maryland, researchers are running
experiments on bell peppers to mea-
sure how vitamin C changes under
elevated CO

2
. They’re also looking at

coffee to see whether caffeine de-
clines. ‘There are lots of questions,’
Ziska said as he showed me around
his research campus in Beltsville.
‘We’re just putting our toe in the wa-
ter.’

Ziska is part of a small band of
researchers now trying to measure
these changes and figure out what it
means for humans. Another key fig-
ure studying this nexus is Samuel
Myers, a doctor turned climate re-
searcher at Harvard University who
leads the Planetary Health Alliance,
a new global effort to connect the dots
between climate science and human
health.

Myers is also concerned that the
research community is not more fo-
cused on understanding the CO

2
-nu-

trition dynamic, since it’s a crucial
piece of a much larger picture of how
such changes might ripple through
ecosystems. ‘This is the tip of the ice-
berg,’ said Myers. ‘It’s been hard for
us to get people to understand how
many questions they should have.’

In 2014, Myers and a team of oth-
er scientists published a large, data-
rich study in the journal Nature that
looked at key crops grown at several
sites in Japan, Australia and the Unit-
ed States that also found rising CO

2

led to a drop in protein, iron and zinc.
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It was the first time the issue had at-
tracted any real media attention.

‘The public health implications
of global climate change are difficult
to predict, and we expect many sur-
prises,’ the researchers wrote. ‘The
finding that raising atmospheric CO

2

lowers the nutritional value of C3
crops is one such surprise that we can
now better predict and prepare for.’

The same year – in fact, on the
same day – Loladze, then teaching
math at the Catholic University of
Daegu in South Korea, published his
own paper, the result of more than 15
years of gathering data on the same
subject. It was the largest study in the
world on rising CO

2
 and its impact

on plant nutrients. Loladze likes to
describe plant science as ‘noisy’ –
research-speak for cluttered with
complicating data, through which it
can be difficult to detect the signal
you’re looking for. His new data set
was finally big enough to see the sig-
nal through the noise, to detect the
‘hidden shift’, as he put it.

What he found is that his 2002
theory – or, rather, the strong suspi-
cion he had articulated back then –
appeared to be borne out. Across near-
ly 130 varieties of plants and more
than 15,000 samples collected from
experiments over the past three de-
cades, the overall concentration of
minerals like calcium, magnesium,
potassium, zinc and iron had dropped
by 8% on average. The ratio of car-
bohydrates to minerals was going up.
The plants, like the algae, were be-
coming junk food.

What that means for humans –
whose main food intake is plants – is
only just starting to be investigated.
Researchers who dive into it will have
to surmount obstacles like its low pro-
file and slow pace, and a political
environment where the word ‘climate’
is enough to derail a funding conver-
sation. It will also require entirely new
bridges to be built in the world of sci-
ence – a problem that Loladze him-
self wryly acknowledges in his own
research. When his paper was finally
published in 2014, Loladze listed his
grant rejections in the acknowledge-
ments. ◆

Helena Bottemiller Evich is a senior food and
agriculture reporter for POLITICO Pro. This
article is reproduced from POLITICO.com.
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The phenomenon of climate change
poses a serious threat to agricultural pro-
duction and, therefore, to the lives and
livelihoods of the hundreds of millions
who are dependent on agriculture. Ad-
aptation to the increased variability in
weather patterns requires the adoption
of ecological farming practices which
are climate-resilient as well as produc-
tive.

This paper looks at how ecological
agriculture, by building healthy soils,
cultivating biological diversity and im-
proving water harvesting and manage-
ment, can strengthen farmers’ capacity
to adapt to climate change. Accordingly,
the authors call for a reorientation of
policy, funding and research priorities
from the dominant industrial agriculture
model to ecological agriculture. At the
same time, recourse to carbon markets
to finance adaptation efforts through
trade in soil carbon credits is rejected
as an unsustainable, wrong-headed ap-
proach to meeting the climate challenge.

Instead, facing the vagaries of climate
change demands a concerted effort by
governments, multilateral agencies, re-
searchers and farmers to support the
transition to ecological agriculture. To-
wards this end, this paper outlines a
roadmap of measures for promoting
truly climate-resilient farming systems.
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Before the hurricane
Cuba is a world leader in hurricane preparedness and recovery. There is much

other states can learn from this island nation.

ALONG with the horrifying images
of floating corpses, devastating flood-
ing and people trapped on makeshift
islands, another indelible image has
emerged from the Hurricane Harvey
catastrophe. In the midst of disaster,
locals began sharing pictures of hun-
dreds of fire ants forming chain-
linked rafts to float on water and pro-
tect their queen, eggs and young.

This striking display of insect
solidarity in the face of calamity
seemed to contrast with the human
response to Harvey, which, however
valiant, appeared to remind us of the
apparent futility of human resistance
in the face of acts of God.

But what if I told you there was a
country that has survived its last 17
hurricanes with only 35 deaths? What
if that country demonstrated exactly
the kind of society-wide solidarity we
envy the fire ants for? And what if
that country had a GDP that was a
fraction of the United States’?

There is such a country: Cuba.
While 2016’s Hurricane Matthew

killed 44 people in the United States,
it killed no one in Cuba, despite leav-
ing a trail of destruction in its wake.
Ditto for Hurricane Katrina, which
left as many as 1,800 people dead in
the US. In 2008, Hurricanes Gustav
and Ike pummelled Cuba at the peak
of their intensity, slaying seven. But
in the US, 30 people perished, even
though the storm had lost much of its
strength. Hurricane Isabel killed more
Americans in 2003 than six major
hurricanes killed Cubans between
1996 and 2002.

The same pattern holds true for
every hurricane that’s struck the two
countries. It’s no wonder then that
organisations like the International
Federation of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies and the United
Nations have repeatedly cited Cuba

as a global model for risk reduction
(see box).

So how does Cuba do it? There’s
no great secret. After several particu-
larly deadly 20th-century hurricanes,
the country simply put in place a com-
prehensive, all-hands-on-deck nation-
al programme of disaster preparation,
evacuation, relief and recovery that
involves virtually every citizen, from
the national to the local levels.

Rather than a side issue, forgot-
ten until the next time disaster strikes,
hurricane preparation and recovery in
Cuba are treated as the life-and-death
matters that they are. And while some
might argue that the Cuban model is
only possible because it’s a one-par-
ty state, there’s little about its hurri-
cane programme that rests on author-
itarianism.

Here are four key facets of the
Cuban programme that set it apart.

1. Cuba is always preparing for
the next hurricane.

Cuba quite rightly assumes that

another major hurricane is always
right around the corner. It therefore
has a variety of government entities
devoted to predicting and bracing for
the next hurricane. Its 68 weather sta-
tions track storms, while the Nation-
al Civil Defence has an early warn-
ing system, emergency stockpiles and
rescue teams.

This by itself does not set Cuba
far apart from countries like the Unit-
ed States. But as a 2009 delegation to
Cuba from Galveston, Texas, found,
‘preparation in Cuba is a year-round
event’. All adults are mandated by law
to go through a civilian defence train-
ing programme that teaches them how
to help during an evacuation. Every
year since 1986, each and every citi-
zen, regardless of age, has taken part
in a two-day hurricane drill known as
the Ejercicio Meteoro, in which they
simulate an evacuation. Schools have
incorporated preparedness into the
curriculum at all ages.

In addition, emergency plans at
the national, provincial, municipal
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Residents being transported in a trailer to a shelter before the arrival of Hurricane
Matthew in Cuba in October 2016. Hurricane response in Cuba is carried out by ordi-
nary Cubans in their local communities, building on the regular training they receive.
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and local levels are devised and up-
dated annually. As part of this plan,
every Cuban is designated a location
for refuge well in advance of any
storm.

Weather information, meanwhile,
is broadcast continually on state-run
media, every six hours, increasing in
frequency to every three hours if
storms are on their way, while alerts
are sounded 72 hours before a hurri-
cane hits. In other words, the state of
the weather is never far from Cubans’
minds.

2. Everyone is mobilised.
A major reason for the Cuban

model’s success, particularly in a
country with comparatively few re-
sources, is its philosophy of total
mobilisation. The hurricane response
may be directed from the top down,
but it’s carried out by ordinary Cu-
bans in their local communities,
building on the regular training they
receive.

As Oxfam America found in a
2004 study, ‘the single most impor-
tant thing about disaster response in
Cuba is that people cooperate en
masse’. Provincial and municipal
leaders are made Civil Defence lead-
ers and put in charge of their particu-
lar areas, combining a centralised
decision-making process with a de-
centralised implementation. They call
meetings, review emergency plans,
assign transportation and equipment,
delegate tasks and duties, and more.

In Cuba, everyone has a role.
Doctors, school directors, members of
mass organisations and others review
emergency plans and check evacua-
tion procedures and supplies. ‘Every-
one, even the children, knew what to
do,’ observed one foreign aid worker
in 1996, noting how everyone in an
apartment building would get to work
taping up windows, stockpiling ra-
tions, cooking food and advising
neighbours on how to safeguard their
property. It’s part of what the UN-
Habitat agency has called a culture
of safety.

Community members work to
move animals to higher ground, res-
cue those who are stranded, and hur-

ricane-proof homes. If a family home
is deemed safe and not at risk for
flooding, they take in neighbours.
Otherwise, citizens are assigned to a
neighbour or family member’s house,
or, failing that, to a government-run
group shelter (which can be anything
from a school to a church).

To get people there, local com-
munities draw on whatever transpor-
tation they have on hand, from cars
and trucks to boats and horse carts.
Citizens are even allowed to bring
pets, with veterinarians stationed at
evacuation centres ready to tend to
them. Municipal bakeries pitch in by
providing the shelters with food.

This continues into the recovery
phase. Local communities form teams
to assess the damage and start clean-
ing. Citizens work together to clean
up and rebuild, collecting clothing
and materials for the community.
Some continue to live with friends
and family or in shelters until it’s safe
to go back.

Such solidarity is not somehow
unique to Cuba. As scenes out of Tex-
as and other disaster-stricken states in
the US over the years have shown,
ordinary Americans are more than
ready to sacrifice to help their neigh-

bours. But such energies are often
expended after the fact, when it’s too
late, not in advance, as in Cuba.

3. Vulnerable communities are
taken care of.

The damage wrought by natural
disasters is always lopsided. In the
United States, wealth inequality
makes this stratification especially
acute, but a whole host of other fac-
tors – from geography to personal
health – also contribute to disparities.

Cuba goes out of its way to iden-
tify which of its citizens, areas and
properties are most vulnerable to di-
saster, at both the macro and micro
levels. Municipalities compile de-
tailed biographical information on all
citizens annually, from their age to
any special services they might re-
quire.

Meanwhile, community mem-
bers such as doctors or representatives
of mass organisations assess their
own neighbourhoods. One explained
to Oxfam that she knew the people
who lived in the neighbourhood and
their particular needs, from an elder-
ly woman in a wheelchair to a preg-
nant woman in need of assistance.

As a hurricane approaches, these
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Students in Santiago de Cuba explain their school’s plan for evacuation in the event
of a natural disaster. Cuba has put in place a national programme of disaster prepara-
tion, evacuation, relief and recovery that involves virtually every citizen.
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local representatives make sure vul-
nerable people are okay, while com-
munity doctors check on patients to
see if they need to go to hospital as a
precaution.

4. The protection of personal
property is guaranteed, among a
host of other unique measures.

One of the most unique elements
of the Cuban model is the govern-
ment’s effort to protect ordinary Cu-
bans’ personal property. This is im-
portant for financial and sentimental
reasons, but also to convince people
to follow evacuation orders.

Government officials, police and
the military are sent in to move furni-
ture and other belongings to higher
ground or somewhere else safe. Some
provinces let residents put their valu-
ables in boxes and send them away
to be stored elsewhere. To give citi-
zens added peace of mind, the gov-
ernment guarantees the replacement
of all destroyed property, despite the
country’s meagre resources.

This is just one of a number of
distinct measures the Cuban govern-
ment takes during a hurricane. Print
and broadcast media give detailed
instructions for how to secure homes
and where to go. Electricity and cook-
ing gas mains are shut down when the
wind reaches a certain speed, prevent-
ing deaths from electrocution or gas
explosions. Harvesting is accelerated
in advance of an event, while trees
near phone and electrical wires are
cleared.

And instead of closing hospitals
and other vital services, as is often
done in the US, Cuba keeps them
open and secures them, to provide
medical care and more to its belea-
guered people. Such medical help for
victims continues long after the disas-
ter is over, a reflection of the govern-
ment’s insistence that healthcare is a
human right.

We can do better

All of this stands in stark contrast
to the United States.

The US’ disaster response is
planned and carried out with little to

UN body lauds Cuban hurricane risk management

Back in 2004, as Hurricane Ivan
stormed across the Caribbean, the
United Nations stated that Cuba
was a model in hurricane risk man-
agement in developing countries.
‘The Cuban way could easily be
applied to other countries with sim-
ilar economic conditions and even
in countries with greater resources
that do not manage to protect their
population as well as Cuba does,’
explained Salvano Briceno, direc-
tor of the International Strategy for
Disaster Reduction (ISDR) secre-
tariat in Geneva, the UN body that
focuses on disaster reduction.

Cuba presents an example of
how the vulnerability of people can
effectively be reduced with low-
cost measures – and strong deter-
mination. Authorities are deter-

mined to implement disaster reduc-
tion policies in Cuba, said Briceno.
‘It is part of their development plan-
ning and their culture, which play a
key role in saving lives and liveli-
hoods. This illustrates the impor-
tance of a strong political will ...
Leaders of countries around the
world have at their disposal the
knowledge needed to reduce risk
and vulnerability to hazards. Even
poor countries are not entirely with-
out options to mitigate or prevent
the consequences of hazards. What
is often lacking are concrete pro-
grammes of action and the political
will to implement policies and mea-
sures.’          ◆

Source: ‘Cuba: A model in hurricane risk
management’, ISDR press release, Septem-
ber 2004

C O V E R

no citizen engagement. Municipali-
ties don’t have to respond to a centr-
alised body concerning evacuation
procedures, but instead make their
own decisions, which they can’t en-
force. There’s no mandatory emergen-
cy drill or cooperation that citizens
must take part in. Vulnerable commu-
nities are not mapped out, and the
military’s resources are directed to-
wards fighting far-off wars instead of
helping communities back home.

True, the United States doesn’t
have a state-run media that can broad-
cast information in an emergency. Yet
privately run media are known to col-
laborate with the US government to
transmit information in times of emer-
gency, as well as cut into regular pro-
gramming to deliver urgent messag-
es from the president. It’s difficult to
believe they would refuse to assist the
government when natural disaster
strikes.

Some might also point out that
the United States can’t force people
to evacuate, a major cause of death
as residents ignore evacuation warn-
ings. But as the Galveston delegation
determined, ‘an informed populace,

more keenly involved and aware of
the risk a natural disaster poses, will
be more likely to evacuate voluntari-
ly’. In other words, making ordinary
people part of the response effort,
delegating responsibilities to them
and educating them about the dangers
of natural disasters means they’re
more likely to take such threats seri-
ously — as does guaranteeing the
safety of their personal property.

The Cuban model is not some
kind of outlier that is the outgrowth
of its authoritarian political system.
It’s a product of political will. The
government decided they would pri-
oritise the lives of the Cuban people,
including the most vulnerable, and
built a hurricane response programme
around that.

Imagine what the United States,
a nation with more than 100 times
Cuba’s wealth and resources, could
do if its politicians made the same
decision. ◆

Branko Marcetic is an editorial assistant at
Jacob in ,  f rom whose  webs i t e
(www.jacobinmag.com) this article is repro-
duced. He lives in Auckland, New Zealand.
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What Nicaragua teaches us
about climate disasters

From evacuation and resettlement of low-income flood victims to emergency
simulation to low-cost insurance, Nicaragua has many lessons to impart.

Douglas Haynes explains.

JULIO Baldelomar and Aryeri Ro-
dríguez are flood victims, but you
rarely hear about the plight of people
like them. In April 2009, they were
squatting on the shore of Lake Xo-
lotlán, a polluted lake nearly the size
of Los Angeles that lines the north
side of Nicaragua’s capital, Managua.
Aryeri was fleeing an abusive house-
hold, and her work as a food vendor
didn’t earn her enough to rent a place
to live. She asked her boyfriend Julio
– who wanted to escape living with
his parents – to join her. They built a
sheet metal shanty on an open part of
the lakeshore and lived for 16 months
‘in healthy peace’, as Julio says. Un-
til weeks of torrential rains in Sep-
tember 2010 forced them out of their
home and the Humanitarian Rescue
Division of the Nicaraguan army
helped them evacuate.

The climate phenomenon known
as La Niña – likely strengthened by
global warming – unleashed these
rains. More than 10,000 Nicaraguans
lost their homes in this flood. Most
of them languished for months in
more than 100 government-run emer-
gency shelters. Eventually, they were
resettled in furnished homes built by
the government. After enduring 16
months in a dark shelter cubicle, Julio
and Aryeri received a free three-room
concrete house in a new community
that includes a health clinic, a school,
a vocational education centre, a park
and a police station. It is their first
home without a dirt floor. When Ary-
eri awoke the first morning there, she
told me, she felt like she’d gone to
heaven.

Without the Nicaraguan govern-
ment’s help with evacuation and re-
settlement, she and Julio probably
would have lost much of what they
owned and squatted in a high-risk lo-

cation again. Had they done this, they
would have been imperilled once
more in 2011, when another week-
long storm without a name parked
over Central America and put almost
10% of the country under water.

Climate violence

Such storms are becoming more
frequent in Nicaragua, and rainfall is
becoming more intense, while over-
all precipitation is declining. Accord-
ing to the 2017 Germanwatch Climate
Risk Index, between 1996 and 2015,
Nicaragua was the world’s fourth-
most-affected country by extreme
weather. On average, more than two
extreme weather events a year killed
more than 160 people annually and
caused annual economic losses of
more than 1% of Nicaragua’s GDP.
By comparison, in the US the equiv-
alent number of dead out of the total
population would be almost 9,000
every year: approximately five times
the number caused by Hurricane Kat-
rina. In proportional economic terms,
the direct damage in the US would
be roughly the equivalent of that from
four to seven Hurricane Sandys ev-
ery year and more than $200 billion
(based on 2016 GDP). Even in the
world’s richest country, such impacts
would be not only tragic but econom-
ically debilitating. In Nicaragua – a
country of only six million with a
gross national income per capita of
$2,050 – these impacts mean chronic
calamity.

This was the context for the Nic-
araguan government’s decision not to
sign the Paris climate agreement last
year. President Daniel Ortega’s ad-
ministration objected to the agree-
ment for reasons very different than
US President Donald Trump’s: Nica-

ragua criticised the agreement’s vol-
untary basis for reducing carbon emis-
sions and its lack of a mechanism to
make the countries that emit the most
carbon primarily responsible for ad-
dressing climate change. Nicaragua
emits only 0.03% of the world’s hu-
man greenhouse gas emissions, while
suffering disproportionate effects of
climate change.

For people living on Nicaragua’s
economic margins like Julio and Ary-
eri, climate violence isn’t just a tem-
porary peril. It makes everyday life
harder through food insecurity, pub-
lic health problems and damaged in-
frastructure. These gradual effects are
less visible than superstorms, but they
combine and persist to undermine
people’s long-term well-being and
livelihoods. But the global media
largely ignores these cumulative ef-
fects.

One of the most profound im-
pacts of climate change in Nicaragua
is food insecurity. About 30% of Nic-
araguan workers are employed in ag-
riculture. When extreme weather
damages crops, both their pocket-
books and stomachs suffer. Over the
past 40 years, the yields of the staple
crops corn and beans have stagnated
– partly due to rising temperatures –
and crop losses due to droughts and
floods are becoming more common.
These declining yields and losses
cause food stress not only for subsis-
tence farmers but also for urban con-
sumers. After the 2010 flood that dis-
placed Julio and Aryeri, prices of the
foods that provide almost half of Nic-
araguans’ calories – red beans, corn
and rice – spiked due to crop failures.
This happened again due to flooding
in 2012 and repeatedly during the
record-breaking El Niño drought
years of 2014 and 2015. When the
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prices of staples go through the roof,
many people in both rural areas and
cities eat less, eat only plain rice or
don’t eat at all.

Growing climatic variability also
causes other public health problems,
particularly in low-income communi-
ties, where they often perniciously
stew together. In recent years, Nica-
ragua’s volatile weather has contrib-
uted to repeated epidemics of deadly
leptospirosis – caused by rodent-
borne bacteria that spread in water –
and a rise in gastrointestinal and res-
piratory illnesses. Three of Nicara-
gua’s largest cities also experienced
outbreaks of mosquito-borne dengue
fever after periods of intense rainfall
between 1993 and 2010. Evidence
suggests that the warmer and inter-
mittently wetter conditions associat-
ed with climate change may also con-
tribute to the spread of Zika virus.
Floods frequently compromise drink-
ing water sources as well, exacerbat-
ing health problems. Finally, an esti-
mated hundreds of thousands of Nic-
araguan workers face heat stress on
the job, and climate change is expect-
ed to cause many more workplaces
to exceed the threshold for safe,
steady labour.

On top of extreme weather’s
health impacts is the damage it caus-
es to already inadequate infrastruc-
ture. Many of Nicaragua’s bridges, for
example, weren’t designed for the
quantity of rain that now falls in in-
tense bursts rather than over the
course of several months. According
to Suyén Pérez, general director for
climate change in the Nicaraguan
Ministry of Environment, when
floods and landslides degrade bridg-
es and roads, farmers can’t get crops
to market, access to health clinics and
hospitals is restricted when it is often
most needed, and governments with
limited budgets have to sacrifice hu-
man development projects such as
schools to repair transportation infra-
structure. ‘This is climate change,’ she
emphasises, ‘that our infrastructure
can’t withstand the extreme phenom-
ena anymore.’ To address this prob-
lem, the Nicaraguan Ministry of
Transportation and Infrastructure is
working with the Inter-American

Development Bank to incorporate cli-
mate change concerns in road design.
International partnerships like this
have helped the Central American
nation confront the climate crisis in
ways many richer countries haven’t
mustered.

Nicaraguan example

After being hit by Hurricane Irma
and Hurricane Harvey, the US is de-
bating how to better understand, pre-
vent and respond to disasters. From
evacuation and resettlement of low-
income flood victims to emergency
simulation to low-cost insurance, Nic-
aragua has many lessons to impart.
In particular, Nicaragua offers an ex-
ample for how to help the most mar-
ginalised people survive disasters and
rebuild their lives afterwards.

Between 2009 and 2014, the Nic-
araguan government evacuated and
built homes in safer locations for al-
most 30,000 flood, landslide and
earthquake victims and people living
in vulnerable places. This has helped
keep the number of flood fatalities
relatively low in Managua especial-
ly, given that parts of this city of al-
most two million are regularly inun-
dated. Nationwide emergency simu-
lation exercises are another effort to
lessen the human costs of disasters.
A 2016 simulation exercise aided by
the World Food Programme involved
more than one-twelfth of the country’s
population and all but one of its mu-
nicipalities. And to help recover from
climate catastrophes, Nicaragua has
joined an innovative programme sup-
ported by the World Bank that allows
countries to access low-cost insurance
against natural disasters. In 2015,
Nicaragua was the first Central Amer-
ican nation to join.

The country is also invested in
mitigating climate change through
increasing its use of renewable ener-
gy. In 2016, Al Gore’s Climate Real-
ity Project ranked Nicaragua number
three in its list of global renewable
energy leaders, behind only Sweden
and Costa Rica. Wind, solar, hydro
and geothermal sources now provide
about half of Nicaragua’s energy, and
the government aims for 90% of en-

ergy to be from renewables by 2020.
Of course, the Nicaraguan gov-

ernment is not without faults. The US
Senate is currently considering a bill
that would hinder multilateral loans
to Nicaragua from international finan-
cial institutions due to the country’s
lack of transparent elections. Un-
doubtedly, President Ortega’s consol-
idation of power has endangered Nic-
araguan democracy. But given that
climate change is arguably one of the
greatest threats to democracy every-
where, the US should focus on its own
lack of action on the climate crisis and
consider what it can learn from Nica-
ragua instead of sanctioning it.

The lives of Julio, Aryeri and
thousands of other Nicaraguans dem-
onstrate that climate disasters aren’t
just dramatic storms that come and go
from the headlines. They’re often
slowly unfolding calamities that com-
bine to make already vulnerable peo-
ple even more vulnerable. The Nica-
raguan government shows it under-
stands this through its multi-faceted
response to the climate emergency. Its
discourse of empathy for the most
vulnerable is also a crucial contribu-
tion to the ways we talk about climate
change. The words ‘dignity’ and
‘love’ often spill from Sandinista of-
ficials’ mouths.

Aryeri is grateful to Ortega’s gov-
ernment for helping her and Julio re-
start their lives after losing their
home. Today, she runs a small store
and video arcade in their new house,
and Julio helps her when he’s not out
selling food on the streets. For the first
time in their lives, they have a secure
place to call home. ‘To be in this heav-
en, I suffered so much,’ Aryeri says.

To better prevent and respond to
the disasters sweeping the planet, we
should heed both her suffering and the
relief that helped her find heaven.  ◆

Douglas Haynes is an essayist, journalist
and poet whose work has appeared in Orion,
Longreads, Virginia Quarterly Review, Huff-
ington Post, Boston Review and many other
publications. He is author of the forthcom-
ing book Every Day We Live Is the Future:
Surviving in a City of Disasters. He teaches
writing at the University of Wisconsin Osh-
kosh. The above article is reproduced from
the website of the North American Congress
on Latin America (nacla.org).
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Beyond Harvey and Irma
Militarising homeland security in the

climate-change era
Any increase in climate-related extreme events striking US territory will inevitably

lead to a commensurate rise in American military support for civilian agencies,
diverting key assets – troops and equipment – from elsewhere.

DEPLOYED to the Houston area to
assist in Hurricane Harvey relief ef-
forts, US military forces hadn’t even
completed their assignments when
they were hurriedly dispatched to
Florida, Puerto Rico and the US Vir-
gin Islands to face Irma, the fiercest
hurricane ever recorded in the Atlan-
tic Ocean. Florida Governor Rick
Scott, who had sent members of the
state National Guard to devastated
Houston, anxiously recalled them
while putting in place emergency
measures for his own state. A small
flotilla of naval vessels, originally
sent to waters off Texas, was similar-
ly redirected to the Caribbean, while
specialised combat units drawn from
as far afield as Colorado, Illinois and
Rhode Island were rushed to Puerto
Rico and the Virgin Islands. Mean-
while, members of the California
National Guard were being mobilised
to fight wildfires raging across that
state (as across much of the West)
during its hottest summer on record.

Think of this as the new face of
homeland security: containing the
damage to America’s seacoasts, for-
ests and other vulnerable areas caused
by extreme weather events made all
the more frequent and destructive
thanks to climate change. This is a
‘war’ that won’t have a name – not
yet, not in the Trump era, but it will
be no less real for that.

‘The firepower of the federal
government’ was being trained on
Harvey, as William Brock Long, ad-
ministrator of the Federal Emergen-
cy Management Agency (FEMA), put
it in a blunt expression of this war-

like approach. But don’t expect any
of the military officials involved in
such efforts to identify climate change
as the source of their new strategic
orientation, not while Commander in
Chief Donald Trump sits in the Oval
Office refusing to acknowledge the
reality of global warming or its role
in heightening the intensity of major
storms; not while he continues to
stock his administration, top to bot-
tom, with climate-change deniers.

Until Trump moved into the
White House, however, senior mili-
tary officers in the Pentagon were
speaking openly of the threats posed
to American security by climate
change and how that phenomenon
might alter the very nature of their
work.  Though mum’s the word to-
day, since the early years of this cen-

tury military officials have regularly
focused on and discussed such mat-
ters, issuing striking warnings about
an impending increase in extreme
weather events – hurricanes, incessant
rainfalls, protracted heatwaves and
droughts – and ways in which that
would mean an ever-expanding do-
mestic role for the military in both
disaster response and planning for an
extreme future.

That future, of course, is now.
Like other well-informed people, se-
nior military officials are perfectly
aware that it’s difficult to attribute any
given storm, Harvey and Irma includ-
ed, to human-caused climate change
with 100% confidence. But they also
know that hurricanes draw their fierce
energy from the heat of tropical wa-
ters, and that global warming is rais-

C O V E R

Michael T Klare

Members of the US Coast Guard help Houston residents displaced by Hurricane Har-
vey disembark from a helicopter. The previously peripheral mission of disaster relief
is threatening to become a primary one for an already overstretched US military.
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ing the temperatures of those waters.
It’s making storms like Harvey and
Irma, when they do occur, ever more
powerful and destructive.

‘As greenhouse gas emissions
increase, sea levels are rising, aver-
age global temperatures increasing,
and severe weather patterns are ac-
celerating,’ the US Department of
Defense (DoD) bluntly explained in
the Quadrennial Defense Review, a
2014 synopsis of defence policy. This,
it added, ‘may increase the frequen-
cy, scale, and complexity of future
missions, including defense support
to civil authorities’ – just the sort of
crisis we’ve been witnessing over
these last weeks.

As this statement suggests, any
increase in climate-related extreme
events striking US territory will in-
evitably lead to a commensurate rise
in American military support for ci-
vilian agencies, diverting key assets
– troops and equipment – from else-
where. While the Pentagon can cer-
tainly devote substantial capabilities
to a small number of short-term emer-
gencies, the multiplication and pro-
longation of such events, now clear-
ly beginning to occur, will require a
substantial commitment of forces,
which, in time, will mean a major re-
orientation of US security policy for
the climate-change era. This may not
be something the White House is pre-
pared to do today, but it may soon find
itself with little choice, especially
since it seems so intent on crippling
all civilian governmental efforts re-
lated to climate change.

Mobilising for Harvey and
Irma

When it came to emergency op-
erations in Texas and Florida, the
media understandably trained its spot-
light on moving tales of rescue efforts
by ordinary folks. As a result, the mil-
itary’s role in these operations was
easy to miss, but it took place on a
massive scale. Every branch of the
armed services – the Army, Navy, Air
Force, Marine Corps and Coast Guard
– deployed significant contingents to
the Houston area, in some cases send-
ing along the sort of specialised

equipment normally used in major
combat operations.

The combined response repre-
sented an extraordinary commitment
of military assets to that desperate,
massively flooded region: tens of
thousands of National Guard and ac-
tive-duty troops, thousands of Hum-
vees and other military vehicles, hun-
dreds of helicopters, dozens of cargo
planes and an assortment of naval
vessels. And just as operations in Tex-
as began to wind down, the Pentagon
commenced a similarly vast mobili-
sation for Hurricane Irma.

The military’s response to Har-
vey began with frontline troops: the
National Guard, the US Coast Guard
and units of the US Northern Com-
mand (USNORTHCOM), the joint-
service force responsible for home-
land defence. Texas Governor Greg
Abbott mobilised the entire Texas
National Guard, about 10,000 strong,
and guard contingents were deployed
from other states as well. The Texas
Guard came equipped with its own
complement of helicopters, Humvees
and other all-terrain vehicles; the
Coast Guard supplied 46 helicopters
and dozens of shallow-water vessels,
while USNORTHCOM provided 87
helicopters, four C-130 Hercules car-
go aircraft and 100 high-water vehi-
cles.

Still more aircraft were provided
by the Air Force, including seven C-
17 cargo planes and, in a highly un-
usual move, an E-3A Sentry airborne
warning and control system, or
AWACS. This super-sophisticated
aircraft was originally designed to
oversee air combat operations in Eu-
rope in the event of an all-out war with
the Soviet Union.  Instead, this par-
ticular AWACS conducted air traffic
control and surveillance around
Houston, gathering data on flooded
areas and providing ‘situational
awareness’ to military units involved
in the relief operation.

For its part, the Navy deployed
two major surface vessels, the USS
Kearsarge, an amphibious assault
ship, and the USS Oak Hill, a dock
landing ship. ‘These ships,’ the Navy
reported, ‘are capable of providing
medical support, maritime civil af-
fairs, maritime security, expedition-
ary logistic support, [and] medium
and heavy lift air support’. Accom-
panying them were several hundred
Marines from the 26th Marine Expe-
ditionary Unit based at Camp Leje-
une, North Carolina, along with their
amphibious assault vehicles and a
dozen or so helicopters and MV-22
Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft.

When Irma struck, the Pentagon
ordered a similar mobilisation of
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Until climate change sceptic Donald Trump assumed the presidency, senior military
officers in the Pentagon (pic) had been speaking openly of the threats posed to Amer-
ican security by climate change.



49

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 322/323

troops and equipment.
The Kearsarge and the
Oak Hill, with their em-
barked Marines and he-
licopters, were redirect-
ed from Houston to wa-
ters off Puerto Rico and
the Virgin Islands.  At
the same time, the Navy
dispatched a much larg-
er flotilla, including the
USS Abraham Lincoln
(the aircraft carrier on
which President
George W Bush had his
infamous ‘mission ac-
complished’ moment),
the missile destroyer
USS Farragut, the am-
phibious assault ship
USS Iwo Jima and the
amphibious transport
dock USS New York. Instead of its
usual complement of fighter jets, the
Abraham Lincoln set sail from its base
in Norfolk, Virginia, with heavy-lift
helicopters; the Iwo Jima and New
York also carried a range of helicop-
ters for relief operations. Another am-
phibious vessel, the USS Wasp, was
already off the Virgin Islands, provid-
ing supplies and evacuating those in
need of emergency medical care.

This represents the sort of mobil-
isation you would expect for a small
war and is characteristic of how, in
the past, the US military has respond-
ed to major domestic disasters like
hurricanes Katrina (2003) and Sandy
(2012). Such events were once rari-
ties and so weren’t viewed as major
impediments to the carrying out of the
military’s ‘normal’ function: fighting
the nation’s foreign wars. However,
thanks to the way climate change is
intensifying the weather, disasters of
this magnitude are starting to occur
more frequently and on an ever-larg-
er scale. As a result, the previously
peripheral mission of disaster relief
is threatening to become a primary
one for an already overstretched Pen-
tagon and, as top military officials are
aware, the future only holds promise
of far more of the same. Think of this
as the new face of ‘war’, American-
style.

Redefining homeland security

Even if no one else in Donald
Trump’s Washington is ready or will-
ing to deal with climate change, the
US military will be. It’s already long
been preparing in its own fashion to
take a pivotal role in responding to a
world of recurring natural disasters.
This, in turn, will mean that in the
coming years climate change will in-
creasingly dominate the domestic na-
tional security agenda (whether the
Trump administration and those that
follow like it, or even admit it) and
such domestic emergencies will un-
doubtedly be militarised. In the pro-
cess, the very concept of ‘homeland
security’ is destined to change.

When the Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) was established
in November 2002 in the wake of the
9/11 terror attacks, its principal mis-
sions included preventing further ter-
rorist assaults on the country as well
as dealing with drug smuggling, ille-
gal immigration and other similar is-
sues.  Climate change never entered
the equation. Even though FEMA and
the Coast Guard, major components
of the DHS, have found themselves
dealing with its increasingly disas-
trous effects, the department’s focus
on immigration and terrorism has only
intensified in the Trump era. The pres-
ident has ensured that this myopic

outlook would reign su-
preme by, among other
things, calling for a
sharp increase in the
number of Border Pa-
trol agents (and greater
infusions of funding for
border control issues),
while working to slash
the Coast Guard’s bud-
get.

He has also, of
course, ensured that all
parts of the government
other than the military
that might in any way
deal with climate
change were staffed and
run by climate-change
deniers. Only at the De-
partment of Defense do
senior officials still de-

scribe climate change in a more real-
istic fashion, as an observable reality
that will pose new dangers to Ameri-
ca’s security and create new opera-
tional nightmares.

‘Speaking as a soldier,’ said
former Army Chief of Staff General
Gordon Sullivan back in 2007, ‘we
never have 100% certainty. If you wait
until you have 100% certainty, some-
thing bad is going to happen on the
battlefield.’ The same, he continued,
was true regarding climate change. ‘If
we keep on with business as usual,
we will reach a point where some of
the worst effects are inevitable.’

General Sullivan’s comments
were incorporated into a highly influ-
ential report that year on ‘National
Security and the Threat of Climate
Change’, released by the CNA Cor-
poration (formerly the Center for
Naval Analyses), a federally funded
research centre that aids the Navy and
Marine Corps.  That report focused
with particular concern on the risk of
an increase in overseas conflicts from
the impact of climate change, partic-
ularly if prolonged droughts and
growing food scarcity inflame exist-
ing ethnic and religious schisms in a
range of poor countries (mainly in
Africa and the Greater Middle East).
‘The US may be drawn more fre-
quently into these situations, either
alone or with allies, to help provide
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Former US Army Chief of Staff General Gordon Sullivan on climate
change: ‘If we keep on with business as usual, we will reach a point
where some of the worst effects are inevitable.’
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stability before conditions worsen and
are exploited by extremists,’ the re-
port warned.

The same climate effects that
could trigger a more embattled world
would also, military analysts came to
believe, produce increased risk for the
United States itself and so generate a
greater need for Pentagon involve-
ment at home. ‘Extreme weather
events and natural disasters, as the US
experienced with Hurricane Katrina,
may lead to increased missions for a
number of US agencies, including
state and local governments, the De-
partment of Homeland Security, and
our already stretched military,’ that
CNA report noted a decade ago. In a
prescient comment, it also warned
that this could lead to clashing strate-
gic priorities. ‘If the frequency of nat-
ural disasters increases with climate
change, future military and political
leaders may face hard choices about
where and when to engage.’

With this in mind, a group of of-
ficers – active-duty as well as retired
– endeavoured to persuade top offi-
cials to make climate change a cen-
tral focus of strategic planning.  (Their
collective efforts can be sampled at
the website maintained by the Center
for Climate and Security, an advoca-
cy group former officers established
to promote awareness of the issue.)
These efforts achieved a major break-
through in 2014, when the Pentagon
released a Climate Change Adapta-
tion Roadmap, a blueprint for Penta-
gon-wide remedial action in a warm-
ing world. Such an effort was need-
ed, Secretary of Defense Chuck Ha-
gel explained in his foreword, be-
cause climate change was sure to gen-
erate more conflict abroad and more
emergencies at home. ‘The military
could be called upon more often to
support civil authorities, and provide
humanitarian assistance and disaster
relief in the face of more frequent and
more intense natural disasters.’ As a
consequence, the DoD and its com-
ponent organisations must begin ‘in-
tegrating climate change consider-
ations into our plans, operations, and
training’.

For a time, the armed forces em-
braced Hagel’s instructions, taking

C O V E R

steps to reduce their carbon emissions
and better prepare for just such a fu-
ture. The various regional combatant
commands like NORTHCOM and the
US Southern Command (SOUTH-
COM), which covers Latin America
and the Caribbean, responded with
increased training and other prepara-
tions for extreme storm events and for
sea-level rise in their areas of respon-
sibility, a change reflected in a 2015
DoD report to Congress, ‘National
Security Implications of Climate-Re-
lated Risks and a Changing Climate’.

In the past, such efforts, only be-
ginning, were never allowed to dis-
tract the services from their main pre-
sumed function: contesting America’s
foreign adversaries. Now, as with
Harvey and Irma, the military’s do-
mestic responsibilities are on the rise
just as the president is assigning them
yet more (or more intensified) mis-
sions in the never-ending war on ter-
ror, including a stepped-up presence
in Afghanistan as well as in Iraq and
Syria, more intense air campaigns
across the Greater Middle East, and
a heightened pace of military manoeu-
vres near North Korea. As shown by
a series of deadly collisions involv-
ing Navy vessels in the Pacific, this
higher tempo of operations has al-
ready stretched the military to or even
beyond its limits in various conflicts
it has proven incapable of either win-
ning or ending. The result: over-
worked crews and overstretched re-
sources. With the massive response
to Harvey and Irma, it is being pushed
yet further.

In short, as the planet continues
to heat up, the armed forces and the
nation at large face an existential cri-
sis. On the one hand, President Trump
and his generals, including Secretary
of Defense James Mattis, are once
again fully focused on the increased
use of military force (and the threat
of more of the same) abroad. This in-
cludes not only the wars against the
Taliban, ISIS, al-Qaeda and their nu-
merous spin-offs, but also prepara-
tions for possible military strikes on
North Korea and perhaps even, at
some future date, on Chinese instal-
lations in the South China Sea.

As global warming intensifies,

instability and chaos, including mas-
sive flows of refugees, will only grow,
undoubtedly inviting yet more mili-
tary interventions abroad. Meanwhile,
climate change will increase chaos
and devastation at home and there,
too, it seems that Washington will
often see the military as America’s
sole reliable response mechanism. As
a result, decisions will have to be
made about ending American con-
flicts abroad and refocusing domes-
tically or that overstretched military
will simply swallow even more of the
government’s dollars and gain yet
more power in Washington.

And yet, whatever else the armed
forces might (or might not) be capa-
ble of, they are not capable of defeat-
ing climate change, which, at its es-
sence, is anything but a military prob-
lem. While there are potential solu-
tions to it, those, too, are in no way
military.

Despite their reluctance to speak
publicly about such environmental
matters right now, top officials in the
Pentagon are painfully aware of the
problem at hand.  They know that glo-
bal warming, as it progresses, will
generate new challenges at home and
abroad, potentially stretching their
capabilities to the breaking point and
leaving this country ever more ex-
posed to the ravages of climate
change without offering any solutions
to the problem.

As a result, the generals face a
fundamental choice. They can contin-
ue to self-censor their sophisticated
analysis of climate change and its
likely effects, and so remain complicit
with the administration’s headlong
rush into national catastrophe, or they
can speak out forcefully on its threat
to homeland security, and the result-
ing need for a new, largely non-mili-
tary strategic posture that puts climate
action at the top of the nation’s prior-
ities. ◆

Michael T Klare is a professor of peace and
world security studies at Hampshire College
in the US and the author of 14 books includ-
ing, most recently, The Race for What’s Left.
He is currently completing work on a new
book, All Hell Breaking Loose, on climate
change and American national security. He
writes regularly for TomDispatch.com, from
which this article is reproduced.
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No end in sight to 50 years of
Israeli occupation

The 50th anniversary this year of the Israeli occupation of the Gaza Strip and the
West Bank, including East Jerusalem, is marked by five decades of de-develop-

ment, suppressed human potential and denial of the basic human right to develop-
ment of the Palestinian people, with no end in sight, the UN Conference on Trade

and Development (UNCTAD) has said.

IN its report on UNCTAD assistance
to the Palestinian people, presented
to UNCTAD’s Trade and Develop-
ment Board (TDB) on 19 September,
UNCTAD said that instead of the
hoped-for two-state solution envis-
aged by the United Nations and the
international community, the occupa-
tion, the longest in recent history, is
currently even more entrenched,
while its complex socioeconomic toll
has worsened over time.

The TDB was holding its regu-
lar 64th session in Geneva from 11-
22 September.

According to an UNCTAD news
release, at the TDB session on 19
September, Palestinian Minister of
National Economy Abeer Odeh said:
‘The consequences of the occupation
are more serious than we thought. Is-
raeli occupation has become essen-
tially an act of colonisation ... The
occupying state must bear the costs
of this occupation.’

‘Most of the donor support has
been used for damage control,’ said
Mahmoud Elkhafif, lead author of the
UNCTAD report and Coordinator of
the UNCTAD Unit on Assistance to
the Palestinian People. ‘Falling donor
support is a major shock to the Pales-
tinian economy and the international
community should assume responsi-
bility to support the Palestinian peo-
ple,’ he told the TDB.

The developing-country Group
of 77 (G77) and China expressed
alarm at the continuing loss of Pales-
tinian land and resources through set-
tlement building by Israel, while the

Arab Group expressed deep concern
over Israel’s expansionist activities in
the Palestinian Territories.

Continued erosion of
Palestinian economy

According to the UNCTAD re-
port, despite a 4.1% growth in gross
domestic product (GDP) in 2016, the
productive capacity of the Palestin-
ian economy continued to erode, eco-
nomic performance was far below
potential and unemployment persist-
ed at levels rarely seen around the
world since the Great Depression.

In addition, in 2016, real per cap-
ita GDP was roughly at the level in
1999: $1,766 in constant 2004 dol-
lars.

In 2016, 3% GDP growth in the
West Bank barely kept up with popu-
lation growth, and did not have much

positive impact on per capita income.
In Gaza, although the economy

picked up, with real GDP growth of
7.7%, this growth reflected only re-
construction activities to repair the
extensive damage caused by the Is-
raeli military operation in 2014.

Despite this growth, the de-devel-
opment of Gaza continued unabated,
UNCTAD said, noting that since the
conclusion of the Oslo Accords in
1995, per capita GDP in Gaza has
shrunk by 23%.

As in previous years, in 2016,
GDP growth was driven by an unsus-
tainable expansion in domestic de-
mand, in particular private consump-
tion, which accounted for 26% of
bank credit to the private sector.
While the relative importance of pri-
vate consumption in economic
growth increased relative to govern-
ment consumption, investment and
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Kanaga Raja

Construction work on a Jewish settlement in the occupied West Bank. In 2017 Israel
intensified the expansion of settlements and housing units in the West Bank.
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exports continued to lag behind.
UNCTAD said the observed

GDP growth should not obscure the
bleak economic reality of the ongo-
ing erosion of the productive base and
continuing loss of land and natural
resources to settlements and the an-
nexation of land in the West Bank, as
well as fragmentation of the econo-
my into disconnected markets and
regions and restrictions by Israel on
the importation of essential produc-
tion inputs, all of which escalate pro-
duction costs, depress investment and
inevitably set the economy onto a dis-
torted path of high unemployment and
widespread poverty.

Furthermore, it noted, asymmet-
ric economic relations continue to
reinforce the imposed Palestinian
economic dependence on Israel.
Throughout the decades of occupa-
tion, Israel has consistently account-
ed for the largest segment of Pales-
tinian international trade. This con-
tinued in 2016, with Israel account-
ing for at least half of Palestinian
trade, while the share of the Occupied
Palestinian Territory (OPT) in the
trade of Israel is around 3%.

In 2016, Palestinian imports from
Israel were estimated to exceed ex-
ports to Israel by $2.6 billion (19.4%
of GDP), at a time when cheaper and
more competitive sources for Pales-
tinian imports are available world-
wide.

‘The massive Palestinian trade
deficit is a direct result of the weak-

ness of the tradable goods sector and
the inability of agricultural and indus-
trial producers to penetrate export
markets, as well as their inability to
compete domestically against imports
from abroad.’

The decline of the productive
sectors is illustrated by continued de-
agriculturalisation, the report said,
noting that the value added of agri-
culture contracted by 11% in 2016.
Consequently, between 2015 and
2016, the sector’s share in GDP fell
from 3.4 to 2.9%.

The decline of the tradable goods
sector continued in 2016, with a
21.3% decline in the value added of
mining and quarrying, which more
than offset the slight increase in the
share of manufacturing in GDP.

The distribution of credit to the
private sector presents a similar pic-
ture of decline in the productive sec-
tors. In 2016, the share of agriculture
and food processing in credit to the
private sector was a mere 2%, or half
of that allocated for financing vehi-
cles, while the share of mining and
manufacturing was 6% and consump-
tion and real estate accounted for
more than half of the credit, at 26%
and 25%, respectively, followed by
trade, at 20%.

The concentration of credit in
consumption and real estate reflects
the aversion of banks to the high risk
of investment in productive sectors
because of the unpredictability and
severity of the economic restrictions

that Israel unilaterally imposes and
adjusts at will.

‘De-industrialisation and de-ag-
riculturalisation thus stifle economic
and technological progress and leave
the Palestinian economy further be-
hind in the global supply chain,’ said
UNCTAD.

The low contribution of the agri-
cultural sector is also explained by the
fact that only 21% of cultivable land
is utilised and a high 93% of cultivat-
ed land is not irrigated. Moreover,
restrictions by Israel on the import of
suitable fertilisers add $28.6 million
to the costs borne by producers and
cut one-third of land productivity.

Palestinian agricultural produc-
ers also face unequal competition
with subsidised imports from Israel
and settlements – in the range of $500
million per year – while producers in
Israel operate under normal cost con-
ditions and benefit from a range of
supportive government policies.

Moreover, Area C, which ac-
counts for at least 60% of West Bank
area, remains under the control of Is-
rael and is off-limits to Palestinian
producers, although it is the only con-
tiguous terrain in the West Bank. It
includes much of the West Bank’s
natural resources and has great poten-
tial for job creation in agriculture,
tourism, cosmetics, construction,
mining and quarrying.

Another factor inhibiting the pro-
ductive sectors is the lack of a national
currency and Palestinian reliance on
the new Israeli shekel. As a result of
the monetary and exchange rate poli-
cies of Israel, in the last two decades,
the inflation rate has been subdued
and the real effective exchange rate
of the new Israeli shekel has been on
an upward trend (appreciation) as its
real value has increased by 25%. ‘This
appreciation acts as a tax on exports
and a subsidy on imports, thereby
impairing the already weak interna-
tional competitiveness of the Pales-
tinian economy.’

Economic costs of occupation
and plight of Gazans

According to the UNCTAD re-
port, the enormity of the economic
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A woman in Gaza harvesting wheat and barley. The contribution of the agricultural
sector to the Palestinian economy has been shrinking.
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cost of occupation has been con-
firmed by various organisations and
in various reports and studies.

Most recently, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) suggested that,
under the most conservative assump-
tions, if there had been no occupation,
real GDP per capita in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory would currently
have been nearly 40% higher, while
another methodology suggested that
real GDP per capita would have been
83% higher.

A further methodology noted that
in 1994-2014, per capita output in the
Occupied Palestinian Territory grew
at an insignificant rate of 0.1%, and
concluded that had it continued to
grow at the 4.4% trend observed in
1968-87, when borders were more
open, current real GDP per capita
would have been 130% higher.

UNCTAD has emphasised that
for Gaza to be a liveable place in
2020, enormous reconstruction ef-
forts are urgently needed in sectors
such as health, education, energy,
water and sanitation. However, the
humanitarian and economic situation
has instead worsened since then.

The Office of the United Nations
Special Coordinator for the Middle
East Peace Process observed the fol-
lowing with regard to the severity of

the protracted, unprecedented level of
human suffering in Gaza:

(a) There have been more than 10
years of collective punishment
through land, sea and air blockades;

(b) Thirty-five percent of the ag-
ricultural land and 85% of the fish-
ing waters of Gaza are not accessible
to producers;

(c) Exports from Gaza were 65%
lower in early 2017 than the level in
2007;

(d) Two-thirds of the population
of Gaza need some form of humani-
tarian assistance;

(e) About half of the population
is food-insecure, although 80% re-
ceive food assistance and other forms
of social transfers;

(f) Electric power was unavail-
able for 12-18 hours per day in 2016
and up to 20 hours per day in early
2017. This cripples all economic ac-
tivities and impedes the delivery of
services, especially water supply,
sewage treatment and health servic-
es;

(g) Access to an improved water
supply fell from 98% of the popula-
tion in 2000 to 10% in 2014; and

(h) Partially treated sewage is
routinely discharged into the sea.

Also, only 51% of the $3.5 bil-
lion pledged for Gaza at the Cairo

Conference on Palestine – Recon-
structing Gaza held in 2014 has been
disbursed, and 84% of total recovery
needs have yet to be addressed.

In 2016, the Palestinian Nation-
al Authority (PNA) achieved favour-
able, but unsustainable, revenue per-
formance, said the UNCTAD report.
The 24% increase in revenue is not
sustainable since it was the result of
one-time windfalls in two areas,
namely receipt of $145 million in tele-
communications licensing fees (an
additional $73 million in 2017 and
2018) and two payments totalling
$300 million made by Israel to com-
pensate PNA for leaked fiscal re-
sources related to health stamps,
equalisation levies, border exit fees
and value-added tax.

At the same time, total expendi-
tures grew by 10% compared with
expenditures in 2015. Therefore, the
success of PNA in reducing the defi-
cit between 2015 and 2016, from
11.3% to 8.1% of GDP, hardly indi-
cates an improved fiscal space, be-
cause it was mainly due to these one-
time windfalls, without which the
deficit would have increased from
11.3% to 11.5%.

‘It is worth noting that UNCTAD
research and studies were a major fac-
tor behind the above-mentioned $300
million in reimbursement from Israel
to PNA.’

In the past few years, the Pales-
tinian economy has suffered yet an-
other negative external shock, in the
form of a 38% drop in donor support
in 2014-16, from $1.23 billion to
$757 million, which is projected to
further decline by 13% in 2017.

One of the reasons for weaken-
ing donor engagement is that occu-
pation has prevented aid from trans-
lating into development gains. Dam-
age control, humanitarian interven-
tions and budget support have been
taking priority at the expense of de-
velopment support.

In this sense, said UNCTAD, the
increasing belligerence of occupation
presents a twofold challenge, because
it denies the Palestinian people access
to their natural and economic resourc-
es and at the same time discourages
donor support by minimising devel-
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Jobless in Gaza. One of the harshest consequences of the Israeli occupation is an
unemployment rate that is persistently among the highest in the world: 42% in Gaza
and 18% in the West Bank.
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opment gains.
‘Occupation has therefore under-

mined the efficacy of ordinary, tradi-
tional development policies and set
the Palestinian economy onto a
uniquely distorted growth path,
whereby donor-funded government
spending plays a crucial role in main-
taining a minimum level of aggregate
demand.’

According to UNCTAD, PNA is
running out of less painful options for
cutting spending. ‘Any further fiscal
austerity, under worsening conditions
of occupation and negative donor
support shocks, could lead to peril-
ous economic, social and political
consequences, with undesirable im-
pacts on the provision of critically
important public services and the in-
stitution-building efforts required for
a well-functioning economy in a fu-
ture sovereign State.’

According to the report, there is
a significant risk of the emergence of
a vicious cycle involving a mutually
reinforcing trio of increasingly bellig-
erent occupation, falling aid levels
and political discontent.

Termination of the blockade on
Gaza, the lifting of restrictions on in-
ternal and external Palestinian trade
and the ending of the occupation of
Area C are necessary conditions to
launching sustainable development in
the Occupied Palestinian Territory,
said UNCTAD.

Settlement activity,
de-development, mass

unemployment

The report noted that in 2017,
Israel intensified the expansion of
settlements and housing units in the
occupied West Bank. In 2016, hous-
ing construction in these settlements
was 40% higher than in 2015 and at
the second highest level since 2001.
Further plans have been announced
to build more than 5,000 new hous-
ing units and for the retroactive le-
galisation of 4,000 units in settle-
ments and outposts.

In recent years, the settler popu-
lation growth rate has surpassed not
only the rate in Israel but also the
growth rate of the Palestinian popu-
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lation. The settler population has
more than doubled since the Oslo
Accords in 1993 and 1995, and cur-
rently stands at between 600,000 and
750,000. ‘This is encouraged and in-
centivised by housing, education and
tax benefits from Israel to individual
settlers and to industries,’ said
UNCTAD.

Also in 2016, more Palestinian
structures were demolished in the
West Bank than in any other year. The
United Nations Office for the Coor-
dination of Humanitarian Affairs re-
ports that in 2016, Israel demolished
or seized 1,094 Palestinian structures
throughout the West Bank, double the
rate in 2015 and the highest since
2009, resulting in the displacement of
over 1,600 Palestinians, half of them
children.

Moreover, the destruction of do-
nor-funded humanitarian assistance
spiked in 2016 – with 292 donor-
funded structures demolished or
seized, 165% more than those demol-
ished in 2015 – and affected relief
items including shelters, tents, water
cisterns, animal barracks and other
basic structures necessary for surviv-
al and the maintenance of livelihoods.

In addition, Palestinians in the
West Bank remain subject to many
forms of violence by settlers, includ-
ing harassment, attacks and damage
to property. For example, in 2016,
more than 1,500 Palestinian olive
trees were vandalised or uprooted by
settlers, on top of 2.5 million produc-
tive trees uprooted since 1967.

‘Furthermore, there are two par-
allel legal systems in the occupied
West Bank, namely the domestic law
of Israel, with more guarantees for
defendants, is applied to Israeli set-
tlers, while Palestinians are subject to
Israeli military law.’

The UNCTAD report pointed out
that one of the harshest consequenc-
es of the occupation is an unemploy-
ment rate that is persistently among
the highest in the world. In 2016, un-
employment remained extremely
high, at 18% in the West Bank, 42%
in Gaza and 27% in the Occupied
Palestinian Territory, more than twice
the regional average.

‘A low labour force participation
rate of 45%, disproportionately high
unemployment among women and
youth and extreme dependence on the
labour market in Israel add to the toll
exacted by joblessness and poverty
crises, which are not fully captured
in official unemployment statistics.’

The employment situation is
worsened by the fact that about 10%
of the labour force is not employed
in the domestic economy but in Isra-
el and settlements.

UNCTAD said with weak growth
and high unemployment levels, pov-
erty and food insecurity have deep-
ened. Moreover, the unemployment
rate (42%) and poverty rate (39%) in
Gaza are more than double the corre-
sponding rates in the West Bank.

The dependency ratio of 7 in
Gaza and 5 in the West Bank means
that the joblessness of one Palestin-
ian worker impacts, on average, six
other Palestinians.

UNCTAD calculations suggest
that annual real GDP growth consis-
tently above 5.3% is needed to make
a minor dent in unemployment. This
is consistent with the IMF finding that
above 4% annual GDP growth is re-
quired simply to maintain unemploy-
ment at current levels and prevent
even more precipitous socioeconom-
ic deterioration.

IMF projections suggest that if
current trends persist, GDP growth in
the mid-term will be around 3.3% in
the Occupied Palestinian Territory as
a whole and 2.7% and 5.5% in the
West Bank and Gaza, respectively.

‘Therefore, with the Palestinian
population expected to double by
2050, unless current trends are re-
versed, unemployment will worsen,
per capita income will fall and pov-
erty will worsen, adding to the risk of
the emergence of a vicious cycle of
mutually reinforcing economic de-
cline and political crises,’ said
UNCTAD. ◆

Kanaga Raja is Editor of the South-North
Development Monitor (SUNS), which is pub-
lished by the Third World Network. This ar-
ticle is reproduced from SUNS (No. 8538, 25
September 2017).
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Israeli support for Myanmar is
the natural alliance of regimes

based on ethnic supremacy
Even while the Burmese military is being condemned internationally for its

campaign of ethnic cleansing against its Muslim minority, Israel has continued
supplying weaponry to Myanmar.

THE mainstream press has been full
of reports of the dire plight of the Ro-
hingya, a Muslim ethnic group in pre-
dominantly Buddhist Myanmar
that is currently being ethnically
cleansed by the Burmese military.
Hundreds of thousands have fled into
neighbouring Bangladesh since late
August and many observers fear that
the military will engage in full-scale
genocide. Reports suggest that the
military has been sowing landmines
along the frontier with Bangladesh
across which Rohingya women and
children have been fleeing to escape
military violence.

Myanmar’s campaign of ethnic
cleansing has been widely con-
demned and the United States and the
European Union have maintained an
arms embargo on the Burmese mili-
tary due to ongoing concerns about
violations of human rights and reli-
gious freedom. What has not been
reported in the mainstream news,
however, is the fact that, even during
this ongoing genocidal campaign
against its Muslim population, My-
anmar has been supplied with weap-
onry by Israel.

This is by no means the first time
that the Israeli defence industry has
supplied repressive regimes with the
tools of their trade, from apartheid
South Africa to Pinochet’s Chile and
the Guatemalan dictatorship: its
weapons industry, indeed, proudly
boasts of the fact that its products
come well ‘field tested’. They usual-
ly fail to mention that their weapons

have been tested in repressing Pales-
tinian resistance to an illegal occupa-
tion, conducting war against the pre-
dominantly civilian population of
Gaza, or in maintaining surveillance
and policing of the illegal apartheid
wall that runs through the West Bank.

Those who have been following
the close connections between the Is-
raeli defence industry and the United
States will not be surprised to learn
from Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz that
among the companies which have
hosted military officials from Myan-
mar is defence contractor Elbit Sys-
tems, specialists in surveillance
equipment that has been deployed
both along the apartheid wall and on
the US border with Mexico. Ha’aretz
also reports that the head of the Is-
raeli Defence Ministry’s Internation-
al Defence Cooperation Directorate,

Michel Ben-Baruch, went to Myan-
mar in the summer of 2015, possibly
in conjunction with the sale of Israe-
li-made patrol boats to the military.

Less well known is the defence
firm TAR Ideal Concepts, an Israeli
provider of military and police equip-
ment which also hosts a defence fair,
ISDEF in Tel Aviv, which its CEO
Aviad Matza proudly claims has be-
come ‘the international flagship of the
Israeli defence industry’. Matza is
among those who attribute Israel’s
prowess in producing the technolo-
gies of repression to the laboratory
that Palestine furnishes. As he puts
it: ‘There is no doubt that the secret
in the success of Israeli branding in
this area lies in the very diverse de-
fence challenges that Israel faces, and
the solutions they get – the Iron Dome
and the intelligent fences; tunnel iden-
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Myanmar is one of the countries supplied with weaponry by Israel. Picture shows
Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, commander in chief of the Myanmar Armed Forces,
touring an Israeli naval base during his visit to the country in 2015.
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tification systems and armoured win-
dows for housing along the border;
cyber defence for strategic devices
and riots control means. All these are
practical and equally important, fast
solutions, which meet the rapidly
changing security needs.’

Matza does not specify that Isra-
el’s ‘defence challenges’ are largely
caused by its 50-year regime of oc-
cupation and its 12-year blockade on
Gaza. Nor, of course, does he invoke
Israel’s own history and current prac-
tices of ethnic cleansing, going back
to the Nakba of 1947-48 in which Is-
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rael was founded and continuing in
today’s practices of quiet ‘transfer’ of
Palestinians from Israeli-controlled
territories.

Like Myanmar, Israel is a state
dominated by a single ethnic and re-
ligious group that seeks to maintain
its political supremacy in open viola-
tion of international law and human
rights. Its affinity with Myanmar is
only the latest example of the natural
alliances that it forms with other re-
gimes whose survival depends on an
ideological commitment to ethnic or
ideological supremacy.

Hundreds of thousands of Rohingya fleeing persecution in Myanmar have entered
neighbouring Bangladesh since late August.

TAR Ideal Concepts uses that
experience of control and repression
in ways that should concern us all: it
not only sells weapons to a genocidal
Burmese military, but also operates
what Bloomberg describes as ‘a de-
fence academy that provides training,
including military, police, homeland
security, and professional training, as
well as K-9 training services. It serves
ministry of defence (MOD), police
departments, and prisons; and law
enforcement forces … in Israel and
internationally.’

Among the organisations training
in Israel are US law enforcement de-
partments, both police and Homeland
Security, who have been brought
there annually by the Anti-Defama-
tion League in collaboration with Is-
rael’s national police, military and
intelligence services. Their training,
funded by US taxpayers, can include
participation in operations on the oc-
cupied West Bank against Palestin-
ians. Concern that the highly milita-
rised training of US police forces in
Israel has exacerbated the brutality
and excessive force that has been used
against peaceful demonstrators from
Baltimore to Ferguson has inspired
Jewish Voice for Peace’s ongoing
‘Deadly Exchange’ campaign against
these exchange programmes that in-
culcate the ‘worst practices’ of repres-
sive policing.

In the United States, we still have
the space to protest Israel’s baleful
influence on our military and police
and the international network of re-
pressive forces for which Palestine
serves as a malevolent laboratory. But
the Rohingya, like the Palestinians,
are at the mercy of Israel’s sophisti-
cated arsenals. In protesting the de-
ployment of Israeli techniques and
equipment against our fellow citizens,
we must not forget to draw the lines
of solidarity with those who bear the
full brunt of this global network of
violence and terror. ◆

David Lloyd is Distinguished Professor of
English at the University of California, Riv-
erside, and a founding member of the US
Campaign for the Academic and Cultural
Boycott of Israel. This article is reproduced
f rom the  Mondowei s s  webs i t e
(mondoweiss.net).

‘[The Israeli defence industry] usually fail to mention that their weapons have been
tested in repressing Palestinian resistance to an illegal occupation...’ Picture shows
Israeli soldiers checking their weapons while on patrol in the West Bank city of He-
bron.
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US documents released on
1965-66 massacres in Indonesia

Staring from October 1965, Indonesian army officials led by then Major General Suharto
oversaw a campaign of mass killings targeting the Communist Party of Indonesia, in

which up to a million people may have been slaughtered. No one has been brought to
book for these crimes and the whole issue is being allowed to fade into oblivion. While

the recent decision of the US government to release some 30,000 pages of US em-
bassy documents on the issue is to welcomed, it is incumbent on the US to release all

documents pertaining to the subject so that justice can be done.

NEWLY released US government
documents on the mass killings in In-
donesia in 1965-66 underscore the
need for the US and Indonesian gov-
ernments to fully disclose all related
classified materials, Human Rights
Watch has said. Those classified doc-
uments are crucial to an accurate his-
torical record of the killings and to
provide justice for those crimes.

The 39 US Embassy in Jakarta
documents released on 17 October by
the US non-governmental public
transparency organisation National
Security Archive show that US dip-
lomatic personnel were fully aware of
the scale and savagery of the 1965-
66 killings.

The documents reveal that US
diplomats and their State Department
counterparts in Washington were doc-
umenting tens of thousands of kill-
ings by the military, paramilitary
groups and Muslim militias of sus-
pected members of the Communist
Party of Indonesia (PKI) and ethnic
Chinese, as well as trade unionists,
teachers, activists and artists.

‘These newly released docu-
ments make clear that US officials
had detailed knowledge of the mass
killings in Indonesia in 1965-66,’ said
Phelim Kine, deputy Asia director of
Human Rights Watch. ‘The US gov-
ernment now needs to release the re-
maining documents, not only for the
historical record of one of the 20th
century’s worst atrocities, but as a
long overdue step toward bringing
redress to the victims.’

The 39 documents are part of a
cache of almost 30,000 pages of de-

classified embassy paperwork span-
ning from 1965 to 1968, processed
by the National Declassification Cen-
ter, a division of the US National Ar-
chives and Records Administration
(NARA). They include State Depart-
ment letters, telegrams, situation re-
ports, and confidential communica-
tions between US consulates in Indo-
nesia and the US Embassy in Jakar-
ta. They do not include US Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) docu-
ments, which remain classified.

In Indonesia, there has been a
recent surge in efforts by paramilitary
groups and militant Islamists to stoke
‘anti-communist’ paranoia in re-
sponse to calls for accountability for
the mass killings. Elements of those
groups led a violent ‘anti-communist’

demonstration in Jakarta in Septem-
ber while the Indonesian military
launched a propaganda offensive
aimed at reinforcing the official nar-
rative that the killings were a justi-
fied response to an attempted com-
munist coup.

Starting in October 1965, Indo-
nesian army officials, led by then-
Major General Suharto, oversaw a
campaign of mass killings targeting
Communist Party members and giv-
ing free rein to a mix of soldiers and
local militias to kill anyone they con-
sidered a communist. Over the next
few months into 1966, at least
500,000 people were killed (the total
may be as high as 1 million).

In the 52 years since the killings,
the Indonesian government has justi-

H U M A N  R I G H T S

Soldiers stand guard over Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI) members being trans-
ported to a Jakarta prison in October 1965. In 1965-66, Indonesian army officials over-
saw a campaign of mass killings targeting PKI members and giving free rein to sol-
diers and local militias to kill anyone they considered a communist.
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Excerpts from the 39 declassified US Embassy in
Jakarta documents

fied the massacres as a necessary de-
fence against the PKI. Its account
holds that the communists attempted
a coup, murdering six army generals
on 30 September 1965 as part of their
attempt to turn Indonesia into a com-
munist state. In October 2012, then-
Coordinating Minister of Political,
Legal and Security Affairs Djoko
Suyanto responded to findings of the
National Commission on Human
Rights (Komnas HAM) that the
events of 1965-66 constituted a ‘gross
human rights violation’ by insisting
that those killings were justified.

Public discussion about the kill-
ings, a taboo topic in Indonesia for
decades, has increased in recent years,
a process substantially aided since
2012 by the release of the documen-
tary films The Act of Killing and The
Look of Silence.

On 10 December 2014, US Sen-
ator Tom Udall introduced a ‘Sense
of the Senate Resolution’ condemn-
ing the 1965-66 atrocities in Indone-
sia and calling on US authorities to
declassify related documents in US
files. The proposed Senate resolution
highlighted the continued impunity
enjoyed by those who carried out the
crimes, and called on Indonesian po-
litical leaders to establish a truth and
reconciliation commission to address
alleged crimes against humanity and
other human rights violations. It
called upon all relevant US govern-
ment agencies to ‘locate, identify, in-
ventory, recommend for declassifica-
tion, and make available to the pub-
lic all classified records and docu-
ments concerning the mass killings of
1965-1966, including but not limited
to records and documents pertaining
to covert operations in Indonesia from
1 January 1964-30 March  1966,’ and
to expedite the public release of such
files. The release of the 30,000-odd
US Embassy documents was just the
first step in that process.

‘The US government can help the
Indonesian government shine a light
on the 1965-66 massacres,’ Kine said.
‘Meaningful accountability for those
heinous crimes – including the role
of the US government – requires full
disclosure and declassification of all
relevant official information.’ – Hu-
man Rights Watch ◆

• ‘We continue to receive reports
[of] PKI being slaughtered by An-
sor [a Muslim militia] many areas
East Java. Killing of PKI continues
in villages bordering Surabaya and
wounded released from Surabaya
refuse to return to their homes. Ac-
cording head East Java Railways, 5
stations closed because workers
afraid to come to work since some
of them have been murdered.’ (Tele-
gram from US Consulate in Sura-
baya to the US Embassy in Jakarta,
26 November 1965)

• ‘Meanwhile, both in the prov-
inces and Djakarta, repression of the
PKI continued, with the main prob-
lem that of what to feed and where
to house the prisoners. Many prov-
inces appear to be successfully
meeting this problem by executing
their PKI prisoners, or by killing
them before they are captured.’ (Ca-
ble marked ‘Secret’ from the Politi-
cal Affairs Counsellor at the US Em-
bassy in Jakarta to Washington DC,
30 November 1965)

• ‘Muhammadiah [a reference
to Muhammadiyah, Indonesia’s old-
est Muslim mass membership organ-
isation] source reports that preach-
ers in Muhammadiah mosques are

telling congregations that all who
consciously joined PKI must be
killed. “Conscious” PKI members
are classified as lowest order of in-
fidel, the shedding of whose blood
is comparable to killing a chicken.
This appears to give Muhammadi-
ah Muslims wide license for killing.
Policy of reformist Muhammadiah
very similar to “Final Interpretation”
issues by conservative NU [a refer-
ence to Indonesia’s mass member-
ship Muslim organisation Nahdlat-
ul Ulama], suggesting Muslim opin-
ion here practically unanimous on
disposal of PKI members.’ (Cable
marked ‘Confidential’ from the US
Consulate in Medan to the US Em-
bassy in Jakarta, 6 December 1965)

• ‘[Anti-PKI violence] have
now resulted in an estimated
100,000 PKI deaths. A reliable Ba-
linese source informed the Embas-
sy that PKI deaths on the island of
Bali now total about 10,000 and in-
clude the parents and even distant
relatives of crypto-Communist Gov-
ernor Sutedja.’ (Cable marked ‘Se-
cret’ from the Political Affairs
Counsellor at the US Embassy in
Jakarta to Washington DC, 21 De-
cember 1965)

H U M A N  R I G H T S

Part of the US embassy complex in Jakarta. ‘US officials had detailed knowledge of
the mass killings in Indonesia in 1965-66.’
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‘I’ll tell you a story’: Violence
against women in Peru

Domestic violence has a shockingly high incidence in Peru and is particularly
prevalent in rural areas. Andrea Vale examines the situation.

DOMESTIC violence is alarmingly
prevalent in Peru. Not only is it sta-
tistically more common than in oth-
er, more progressive cultures, but Pe-
ruvian women tend to accept it as sim-
ply a ‘part of marriage’.

It was therefore both surprising
and understandable that the domestic
violence classes at a women’s centre
in the Cajamarca region, observed
throughout the summer of 2016, were
always crowded and bustling, teem-
ing with adult women and teenage
girls.

‘A lot of women don’t speak out
against domestic violence because
they aren’t as educated, they don’t
know about it as much,’ one woman
called out during class one afternoon.
Her fellow classmates all nodded.
‘Their husbands will insult them and
hit them, and the women believe that
it’s their fault, that they deserve that
kind of treatment.’

One of the class attendees, Ce-
cilia, was reluctant to speak after ini-
tially offering to do so, instead star-
ing down at her skirt while her friend
sitting next to her, Yolanda, asked,
‘Are you ready to talk about it?’ To
which Cecilia quietly replied, ‘No.’

(Surnames have been omitted to
ensure confidentiality.)

When asked if she or anyone she
knew has had experience with domes-
tic violence, Yolanda’s eyes immedi-
ately darted to Cecilia. ‘Many of my
friends have experience with it,’ she
said in Spanish.

When asked if she thinks that
some women don’t object to being
subjected to domestic violence be-
cause they think it’s simply a part of
marriage or a part of the larger cul-
ture, Yolanda whispered to Cecilia,
‘Come on, tell them, tell them.’ Ce-
cilia, however, did not answer.

In many Peruvian families, men’s

education takes priority over that of
women. According to a report by the
United Nations, only 56.3% of wom-
en in Peru have received at least some
secondary education, as compared
with 66.1% of men. According to
UNESCO, only 6.3% of adult males
in Peru are illiterate – as compared
with 17.5% of females.

As with almost any aspect of so-
ciety, education makes a huge differ-
ence, but especially so when it comes
to domestic violence. According to a
study carried out by Princeton Uni-
versity, the less education you have,
the higher your chances of being do-
mestically abused are: 42.04% of
women with no education at all and
42.80% of those with primary school
education had been abused – com-
pared with 28.93% of those with ter-
tiary or college education or more.

‘Mothers teach their boys to not
do women’s work, that they don’t
cook and clean and that’s the wom-
an’s job,’ another woman chimed in
during class one afternoon. ‘If the
women don’t cook and do women’s
chores, then they’ll be abused. They
won’t be able to get out of it because
they don’t have any education, they

don’t have any resources.’
All of the women in the class fell

into one of two camps. Some wore
jeans and tank tops. Others wore tra-
ditional long skirts, button-down
shirts and cardigans. Some were tim-
id – others were not. The ones who
spoke openly, condemning machismo
culture and lecturing the others on the
importance of marrying your best
friend, were wearing leggings. The
ones with waist-length braids and
farming boots stayed quiet.

Contributing to that machismo
culture is the reality that Peru is a
sometimes vision-bending fusion of
the old existing alongside the new.
While many in Peru drive cars, have
cellphones and wear modern clothing,
the simultaneous perseverance of a
rural lifestyle that feels like going
back in time offers fertile soil for that
outdated, patriarchal society to take
root in.

Consequently, domestic violence
is more prevalent among rural wom-
en, as is their willingness to put up
with it.

‘It’s even worse in the rural ar-
eas. There, women are just expected
to stay in their homes and that’s it,’

W O M E N

An August 2016 rally in the Peruvian capital Lima to protest violence against women.
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Yolanda said. ‘The women from out
in the country are quiet. They don’t
talk, they don’t say anything. They
were raised in that home. Their father
hits their mother, and when they get
married they get hit. They see it as
normal.’

According to the Pan American
Health Organisation, physical vio-
lence within domestic abuse – as op-
posed to emotional, sexual or verbal
violence – is ‘used much more fre-
quently on women with fewer eco-
nomic resources’ in Peru.

According to the World Health
Organisation, the lifetime prevalence
of physical violence by an intimate
partner is 50% in urban areas of the
country, as opposed to 62% in rural
areas. And there, more than other

countries, domestic violence often
becomes fatal.

According to the Peruvian pub-
lication La Republica, there have
been 356 feminicidios, or ‘women-
icides’, in the country within the last
four years, with an additional 174 at-
tempted feminicidios. What’s more,
judges have been markedly lenient in
their punishments for perpetrators,
with almost half receiving less than
15 years in prison and two receiving
less than seven – that is, if they end
up being convicted, which only 84
were.

After staring over periodically at
Yolanda while she spoke, and visibly
reacting to one of Yolanda’s answers,
Cecilia became willing to speak.
When asked if she knew any stories

W O M E N

of domestic violence, she stared down
into her lap for a long silence, then
nodded.

‘Yes. I could tell you a story,’ she
said.

She proceeded to describe in de-
tail the situation of a ‘relative’ who
happened to be the same age as her-
self – twenty-nine.

‘She got engaged to this man …
He is always telling her that he loves
her, and that he wants her, all the time
right?’ Cecilia said. ‘And always say-
ing how much he loves her, and how
he’s willing to give her everything,
right? But in reality, I can see that it
is not good.

‘When he tells her that he needs
her, she’ll go and be with him. But
she is alone. He says that he loves her
so much, and that’s why he doesn’t
want her to work. He says she should
only dedicate herself to her child. She
has a daughter, and because of that
she can’t work.

‘Every instant the phone rings to
call her, he asks, “Where are you?
What are you doing? Who are you
with?” And he’ll find her.’

She finished, ‘He forces her to
stay with him. She tries to leave, but
he’s there always, always behind her,
listening and waiting for her. When-
ever he sees her with someone, that’s
when he starts to get angry. And that’s
when he hits her. She has tried to get
out, but he’s forcing her. Because
right now she lives more in fear, out
of fear that he’s going to kill her if
she were to have another partner.’

Cecilia’s hesitancy to speak –
whether or not she actually was talk-
ing about a ‘relative’ – says leagues
about her situation, and that of all the
women facing the machismo culture
in Peru. It’s difficult to grapple with
an issue that is in many ways tied into
the larger economic, political and his-
torical storylines that have resulted in
the perseverance of a rural, anachro-
nistic culture.

The education they are receiving
at classes like the one taught at the
women’s centre is a necessary start –
but only if paired with empowerment,
so that women like Cecilia can know
that they don’t have to be afraid to
tell their stories. – IPS ◆

Poor women from the Andes highlands queue up for aid in a village in Peru’s Puno
region. Domestic violence in Peru is more prevalent among rural women.
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Education makes a huge difference when it comes to reducing the prevalence of
domestic violence.
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Why some Western intellectuals
are trying to debrutalise

colonialism
Vijay Prashad explains why he resigned from the editorial board of Third World

Quarterly after it published an apologia for colonialism.

Ek tarz-e-taghaful hai so vo unko
mubarak;

Ek ‘arz-e-tamanna hai so ham
karte-rahenge.

[There is a style of indifference
to which they are welcome;

But our wishes, we will continue
to list.]

 – Faiz Ahmed Faiz, Dast-e-
Saba, 1952

IN 1950, Aimé Césaire, one of the
clearest voices of the 20th century,
looked back at the long history of
colonialism that was coming to an
end. He wanted to judge colonialism
from the ashes of Nazism, an ideolo-
gy that surprised the innocent in Eu-
rope but which had been fostered
slowly in Europe’s colonial experi-
ence. After all, the instruments of
Nazism – racial superiority as well as
brutal, genocidal violence – had been
cultivated in the colonial worlds of
Africa, Asia and Latin America.

Césaire, the effervescent poet and
communist, had no problem with the
encounter between cultures. The en-
tanglements of Europe’s culture with
that of Africa and Asia had forged the
best of human history across the Med-
iterranean Sea. But colonialism was
not cultural contact. It was brutality.
Césaire wrote in his Discourse on
Colonialism:

‘Between colonialisation and
civilisation there is an infinite dis-
tance; that out of all the colonial ex-
peditions that have been undertaken,
out of all the colonial statutes that
have been drawn up, out of all the
memoranda that have been dispatched
by all the ministries, there could not
come a single human value.’

Césaire was adamant: colonial-

ism had produced nothing that would
earn it respect in the scales of history.
This was in 1950, when a few nations
had just emerged out of the scar of
colonialism and when many societ-
ies fought pitched battles to extricate
themselves from colonial power.

The ugliness of colonial power
in India emerged at its end, with cal-
lous policy by the British engender-
ing the millions dead in the Bengal
Famine of 1943, and the million dead
and millions displaced in the Parti-
tion of 1947-48. It was harsh too when
one considers that after centuries of
rule, the British left behind a region
with a literacy rate of merely 12%.
Indian historians had looked back at

the record of British rule in India to
find economic and political policies
designed to impoverish the country at
the expense of Britain, with massive
surpluses from India sucked into Brit-
ain to underwrite the industrial revo-
lution and to build a British military
force capable of ruling the sprawling
British Empire. ‘India is to be bled,’
said the Marquess of Salisbury in the
1870s. So it was.

The Indian subcontinent did not
submit to this ‘drain of wealth’ with
submissiveness. Revolts came hard
and fast, from the early days of Brit-
ish colonial rule in the 18th century
(such as the Fakir-Sanyasi rebellion
in the 1770s) to the final days of its

V I E W P O I N T

A depiction of the Jallianwala Bagh massacre in India in 1919. ‘Peppering away at
niggers’, a phrase often used in British memoirs, defines the colonial experience
from Jallianwala Bagh to the Hola massacre (Kenya) in 1959.
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rule in the 20th century (such as the
Patri Sarkar in the 1940s). In the af-
termath of one of these rebellions, in
1857-58, the British cracked down
with singular brutality. One young
soldier, Edward Vibart, said of the
massacres he helped conduct in Del-
hi’s Kucha Chelan, where 1,400 ci-
vilians were killed: ‘The orders went
out to shoot every soul. It was literal-
ly murder.’ ‘Peppering away at nig-
gers’ was the phrase often used in
British memoirs. It defines the colo-
nial experience from Jallianwala
Bagh (India) in 1919 to the Hola mas-
sacre (Kenya) in 1959.

In 1960, the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly passed the ‘Declara-
tion on the Granting of Independence
to Colonial Countries and Peoples’,
which drew a firm red line through
the record of colonialism. Colonial
rule’s continued existence, said the
UN’s free nations, ‘prevents the de-
velopment of international economic
cooperation, impedes the social, cul-
tural and economic development of
dependent peoples and militates
against the United Nations ideal of
universal peace’. In other words, co-
lonialism was an abomination that
needed to be brought to an end, since
‘the process of liberation is irresist-
ible and irreversible’.

Rewriting history

In the past decade, several prom-
inent European and North American
intellectuals, with very poor analyti-
cal skills, have produced work that
seeks to overturn the consensus
against colonialism. Some of this
work – such as produced by the Brit-
ish counterfactual historian Niall Fer-
guson – is openly rooted in the present
moment of American imperial wars
rather than in a serious reconsidera-
tion of the historical record. In his
book Empire: How Britain Made the
Modern World, Ferguson argued that
British colonial rule – brutal here and
there, to be sure – had given places
such as India parliamentary democ-
racy and the English language. India,
he wrote, ‘owes more than it is fash-
ionable to acknowledge to British
rule’.

peared settled for half a century: that
colonialism was on balance a benev-
olent part of human history.

In the current issue of Third
World Quarterly, a mediocre essay
appears with the grand title ‘The Case
for Colonialism’. This essay, by Bruce
Gilley, is within the parameters set by
Ferguson. The essay, as many have
shown, violates the basic protocols of
academic scholarship; the author mis-
uses the work of scholars such as
Berny Sébe, Alexander De Juan and
Jan Pierskalla, citing their essays to
make points that they simply do not
make. The author’s ‘cost-benefit anal-
ysis’ poses certain indicators such as
‘improvements in living conditions’
and ‘training for self-government’ to
show – against any evidence – that
without colonialism the situation in
Africa, Asia and Latin America would
be worse. If India’s literacy rate was
low in 1947, the author would con-
tend, it would be lower still if the Brit-
ish had not been India’s imperial mas-
ters.

The essay appears in the age of
Donald Trump, when white suprem-
acy is back and the itch for colonial-
ism is on the horizon. The idea that
liberals, post-colonials and Marxists
have denigrated ‘white history’ is a
constant refrain from the racists. This
essay does not merely suggest that the
‘white history’ of colonialism has
been vilified, but that the Europeans
should return to finish the job. ‘May-
be the Belgians should come back’ to
the Congo, suggests the author – a
statement that discounts the at least
10 million people massacred in a de-
cade by the rapacious rule of the Con-
go by Belgium’s King Leopold.

The reputable scholarly work that
now exists for the Congo includes
Daniel Vangroenweghe’s Du Sang
Sur Les Lianes; Jules Marchal’s
L’État Libre du Congo: Paradis Per-
du, L’histoire du Congo, 1876-1900;
Adam Hochschild’s King Leopold’s
Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror and
Heroism; and Jean-Luc Vellut’s La
Mémoire du Congo: Le Temps Colo-
nial. None of this enters either Gil-
ley’s framework or Ferguson’s. They
are meticulously blind to the grave
and consequential crimes of colonial-

V I E W P O I N T

Aimé Césaire: ‘Between colonialisation
and civilisation there is an infinite dis-
tance....’

These are times when

white supremacy has

made a comeback,

times when colonialism

has been on the agenda

since the US war on

Iraq.

The context is the 2003 Ameri-
can war on Iraq, with people such as
Ferguson urging the United States to
colonise Iraq and set aside the anti-
colonial values of the United Nations
and of the world’s peoples. When
books arrived from serious scholars
that demonstrated the brutality of the
colonial experience, these were sav-
aged by Western ideologues buoyed
by Ferguson and the US war on Iraq.
Caroline Elkins’s Britain’s Gulag:
The Brutal End of Empire in Kenya
and Olivier Le Cour Grandmaison’s
Coloniser, exterminer. Sur la guerre
et l’État colonial faced harsh scruti-
ny in the Western world for being
forthright about colonialism’s fascis-
tic past. The space was being created
to now ask questions that had ap-



63

THIRD WORLD RESURGENCE No 322/323

ism.
Such work is to be expected.

These are times when white suprem-
acy has made a comeback, times
when colonialism has been on the
agenda since the US war on Iraq.
Western liberals such as Michael Ig-
natieff, who made the case for West-
ern colonialism in The New York
Times Magazine on 5 January 2003,
opened the door for such an argument
for colonialism. Ignatieff argued that
the US needed to take up ‘the bur-
den’ to impose order on a fractious
world. He was not alone.

What was most shocking about
the essay published in Third World
Quarterly was not only that it was
mediocre; that it violated basic aca-
demic standards; and that it was re-
jected by the peer review system. It
was that it appeared in this journal.

In the late 1970s, the Pakistani
journalist Altaf Gauhar decided, while
in his London exile, to set up a series
of reviews and journals to stimulate
debate around the Third World’s anti-
imperialist agenda. In its first issue,
in January 1979, the editor provided
the context for this journal, to make
the case for freedom for the states of
Africa, Asia and Latin America, to
revive a discussion of the New Inter-
national Economic Order (1973) and
to ensure that the voice from the Third
World was not to be stifled. ‘Our con-

V I E W P O I N T

cern is the Third World: we will speak
for it, indeed, speak with its own
voice,’ wrote Gauhar.

The point of the journal, Gauhar
wrote, was to encourage ‘an open-
minded and sympathetic search for
establishing an international order
based on justice’. Early voices in the
journal included Tanzania’s Julius
Nyerere, Guyana’s Shridath Ramphal
and Sri Lanka’s Gamani Corea. In the
fourth issue, Gauhar wrote, ‘A class
of British academics and politicians
has been assiduously propagating the
fiction that the British left behind a
whole crop of western democratic
institutions, planted and nurtured un-
der prolonged British trusteeship,
which the inept and inchoate natives
failed to harvest.’ This, Gauhar wrote,
was fiction. The institutions that the
British built in the colony ‘served
imperial interests, commercial as well
as strategic’, and not the well-being
of the people. This was the ethic of
Third World Quarterly.

Over the years, changes have in-
deed come to the journal. It weath-
ered the storm when Gauhar’s main
sponsor – the Bank of Credit and
Commerce International – collapsed
after coming under suspicion of mon-
ey laundering and other financial mis-
deeds. To some extent, the journal
was also able to stand above the fray
when neoliberal ideas swept through

the academies of the world, demand-
ing that public sector development be
given over to private sector growth.
There was stubbornness in the jour-
nal, a desire to continue to speak for
the peoples of the Third World even
as its elites had taken a different di-
rection. Shahid Qadir, who took over
from Gauhar, was the captain in these
difficult times.

I joined the editorial board of the
journal with enthusiasm, eager to help
it move forward a new agenda for the
peoples of the formerly colonised
world. It was with sadness that I, and
other members of the editorial board,
decided to resign this when the com-
pany that owns Third World Quarter-
ly, Taylor and Francis, declined to re-
tract this objectionable essay – objec-
tionable since it is against the values
of the journal and because it failed
the peer review process. Our resig-
nation letter asks that the journal re-
turn  to  its  values  and  develop  an
agenda for our present that is not set
by the white supremacists and the co-
lonialists. There are plenty of places
for them to put forward their views.
Third World Quarterly had a differ-
ent mission. It needs to be true to its
history. ◆

Vijay Prashad is Chief Editor of LeftWord
Books, and a columnist for Alternet, BirGün
and Frontline .  This article is reproduced
from Scroll.in.

A US armoured convoy pushing towards Baghdad during the early days of the US invasion of Iraq in March 2003. Since the US war
on Iraq, colonialism has been back on the agenda.
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A nameless woman

No Chonmyong

I wish to be a nameless woman
way out on a small hillside.
With gourd-vines on the roof of my cottage,
pumpkins and cucumbers in a hemp-garden,
the moon invited into my yard
over a fence made of roses,
and my arms full of stars;
the owl-hooting dark will not make me lonely.

In a village where the train never stops,
eating millet-cake soaked in a brass basin,
talking with a close friend until late at night
about the secrets of the fox-haunted mountains,
while a shaggy dog barks at the moon,
I shall be happier than a queen.

Translated by Ko Won

P O E T R Y

No Chonmyong (1912-1957) was a Korean poet, lecturer and journalist. As a result
of her opposition to the Korean War, she was convicted for ‘anti-government’

activities and sentenced to 20 years’ imprisonment. Public protests, especially from
the literary community, forced the authorities to release her after six months.
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