
        
            
                
            
        

    

DISASTER CAPITALISM





DISASTER
CAPITALISM

MAKING A KILLING OUT
OF CATASTROPHE

ANTONY LOEWENSTEIN

[image: images]





First published by Verso 2015

© Antony Loewenstein 2015

All rights reserved

The moral rights of the author have been asserted

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Verso

UK: 6 Meard Street, London W1F 0EG

US: 20 Jay Street, Suite 1010, Brooklyn, NY 11201

www.versobooks.com

Verso is the imprint of New Left Books

ISBN-13: 978-1-78478-115-6 (HC)

eISBN-13: 978-1-78478-116-3 (US)

eISBN-13: 978-1-78478-117-0 (UK)

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

Typeset in Fournier by MJ & N Gavan, Truro, Cornwall

Printed in the US by Maple Press





For the dreamers who imagine a better world





Contents

Introduction: The Mad Max Economy

Part I

1Pakistan and Afghanistan: “Looking for the new war”

2Greece: “We are just numbers, not human lives”

3Haiti: “If anybody here says they’ve had help, it’s a lie”

4Papua New Guinea: “Break our bones, but you can never break our spirit”

Part II

5The United States: “The land of the free has become a country of prisons”

6The United Kingdom: “It’s the outsourcing of violence”

7Australia: “If you have a pulse, you have a job at Serco”

Conclusion: Breaking the Spell

Acknowledgements

Bibliography

Notes

Index





Introduction

The Mad Max Economy


Sometimes we win the skirmishes, but the war continues.

Rebecca Solnit, 2011



Back in 1972 Jørgen Randers, today the professor of climate strategy at the Norwegian Business School, published a book called The Limits to Growth. He warned of the devastating impact of population and economic growth on a world of limited resources. Revisiting that prognosis in a 2004 essay, he found that his predictions were correct and that global leaders had been much remiss in ignoring the urgent need to battle unsustainable development.

Randers’ key argument was a challenge to the inherent rules of capitalism. By 2015, he was pessimistic that the current financial order was capable of—or even had any interest in—reducing the devastating effects of climate change. “It is cost-effective to postpone global climate action,” he wrote.


It is profitable to let the world go to hell. I believe that the tyranny of the short term will prevail over the decades to come. As a result, a number of long-term problems will not be solved, even if they could have been, and even as they cause gradually increasing difficulties for all voters.1



To encourage a country such as Norway to tax every citizen, his suggested solution was for people to pay an extra 250 euros every year for a generation, thereby drastically cutting greenhouse gases and providing an example to other industrialized nations. The idea never got off the ground.

“The capitalist system does not help,” Randers explained.


Capitalism is carefully designed to allocate capital to the most profitable projects. And this is exactly what we don’t need today. We need investments into more expensive wind and solar power, not into cheap coal and gas. The capitalistic market won’t do this on its own. It needs different frame conditions—alternative prices or new regulation.



Although Randers pushed the worrying idea of “enlightened dictatorship”—“for a limited time period in critical policy areas”—his thesis strikes at the heart of why wealth is concentrated in so few hands in today’s world: there is little incentive to advocate for a more equitable planet. The market system guarantees unfairness and rewards greed.

Such debates are starting to emerge even among the class who most benefits from such inequality. During the annual conference in Davos, Switzerland, in 2015, where the world’s business and political leaders gather to congratulate themselves, some sessions concluded that inequality was a serious problem facing the globe, and participants were pessimistic about solving it.

Such talk was a start, but hardly enough when the dictator Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the Egyptian president—a man responsible for the death of thousands of his own people—was warmly welcomed in Davos and allowed to pontificate about his vision for “sustainable development.” Human rights and economic freedom must not be mutually exclusive concepts.

The figures speak for themselves. The share of wealth in the US owned by its richest 0.01 percent has quadrupled since the eve of the Reagan Revolution.2 The top 1 percent of the world’s population owns 46 percent of all global assets. US cuts in food stamps have left the nation’s largest food bank, in New York, struggling to cope with demand. Around 16.5 percent of the state’s population requires emergency food assistance. In 2013, roughly 14 percent of the country’s population “lacked access to enough food for an active, healthy life for all household members,” according to the US Department of Agriculture—a 30 percent increase since 2007.3 The US middle class, long viewed as the globe’s most successful, now suffers growing income inequality. A crucial factor in this decline has been the failure of educational attainment to progress as successfully as in other industrialized states.4

The system is rigged. During the global financial crisis, Bank of America nearly crashed. One of the largest financial institutions in the nation, it was nevertheless granted £45 billion by President Barack Obama to prevent its collapse. Since then, Rolling Stone writer Matt Taibbi explains,


the Obama administration has looked the other way as the bank committed an astonishing variety of crimes … ripp[ing] off almost everyone with whom it has a significant business relationship, cheating investors, insurers, depositors, homeowners, shareholders, pensioners and taxpayers. It brought tens of thousands of Americans to foreclosure court using bogus, ‘robo-signed’ evidence—a type of mass perjury that it helped pioneer. It hawked worthless mortgages to dozens of unions and state pension funds, draining them of hundreds of millions in value.5



This is the modern definition of capitalism. As Taibbi told those attending an Occupy Wall Street day of action in 2012, “this gigantic financial institution is the ultimate symbol of a new kind of corruption at the highest levels of American society: a tendency to marry the near-limitless power of the federal government with increasingly concentrated, increasingly unaccountable private financial interests.”6 Wall Street bankers were happy. The sum of all executive bonuses in 2014, averaging roughly $173,000 each, came to around double the earnings of all Americans working fulltime on the minimum wage.7

It is an ideology that thrives despite guaranteeing social disharmony. The US model of reducing the role of government while increasing the influence of largely private power has never been so rapacious, though the problem is global. For-profit colleges burden students with huge debts and worthless credentials while receiving federal student aid. Goldman Sachs, a firm with a large measure of responsibility for the economic meltdown in 2008, now invests in social-impact bonds—a system that enriches the company if former prisoners stay out of jail but reduces the accountability of governments and prioritizes private profit. The corporation also makes money from higher education, pressuring underprivileged students to take on debt while giving scant attention to the standard of teaching.8

Republicans in Michigan have pushed for the privatization of public school teachers, using a skewed logic that advocates cutting public schools and selling off facilities at the lowest price. Many tolls operating on public roads and highways in the US service the bottom lines of local and multinational companies. Public libraries have been outsourced, reducing employee salaries or eliminating jobs.

In Europe, many corporations and lawyers shamelessly exploit international investment deals to derive profits from suing crisis-ridden nations. Market speculators pressurize fragile nations such as Greece, whose citizens are forced to survive with fewer public services.9 British citizens living on the margins face eviction or spiraling rent increases because global fund managers, such as Westbrook—based in the United States—purchase homes as assets to be milked for profit.10

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) traverses the world with the backing of Western elites, strong-arming nations into privatizing their resources and opening up their markets to multinationals. Resistance to this bitter medicine is only one reason that large swathes of Latin America have become more independent since the 2000s. The mass privatization that results—a central plank of US foreign policy—guarantees corruption in autocracies. Wikileaks’ State Department cables offer countless examples of this, including in Egypt under former president Hosni Mubarak.11 The World Bank is equally complicit and equally unaccountable. In 2015 it admitted that it had no idea how many people had been forced off their lands around the world due to its resettlement policies. The story barely made the news and no heads rolled.

One Californian town, Maywood, took the privatization memo a bit too seriously. It literally outsourced everything in 2010, sacking all municipal workers, including the police department, due to budgetary pressure. “We will become 100 percent a contracted city,” said Angela Spaccia, Maywood’s interim city manager.

Decades of anti-government rhetoric claiming that taxpayer money is always wasted have convinced many voters that the corporation knows best, which is why a sustained campaign against predatory capitalism is so hard to keep up—not helped by the fact that 90 percent of Americans rely on information from media outlets owned by only six multinationals, including News Corporation, Comcast, and Viacom. Rupert Murdoch tried to acquire Time Warner in 2014; had he succeeded, the market would have shrunk even further. In this environment, the fact that movements such as Occupy are born and thrive, albeit briefly, is a remarkable achievement. Indian writer Arundhati Roy saluted the power of this movement in a speech at the People’s University in New York’s Washington Square Park in November 2011: “What you have achieved … is to introduce a new imagination, a new political language into the heart of empire. You have reintroduced the right to dream into a system that tried to turn everybody into zombies mesmerized into equating mindless consumerism with happiness and fulfillment.”

Although Occupy was dismissed as an irritant and irrelevant by many on Wall Street and in the corporate media, police unleashed a sophisticated surveillance operation to disrupt the protestors. They recognized the danger represented by the threat of a good idea. The challenge faced by opponents of rampant capitalism was how to focus their rage coherently against increasingly pervasive forces. The study of capitalism is soaring at universities across America, indicating the desire on the part of tomorrow’s graduates to understand the tenuous connection between democracy and the capitalist economy.12

The phenomenal success of French economist Thomas Piketty’s book Capital in the Twenty-First Century—a work arguing that social discord is the likely outcome of surging financial inequality —indicates that the public knows there is a problem and is in search of clear accounts of it. Piketty advocates a global system of taxation on private property. “This is the only civilized solution,” he told the Observer newspaper.13

In 2014, even the world’s leading economic think-tank, the Paris-based Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, urged higher taxes for the rich to help the bottom 40 percent of the population. When establishment magazine Foreign Policy publishes an article by the US managing editor of the Financial Times, Gillian Tett, which closes expressing a wish for an “honest debate” about “wealth redistribution,” it is clear that the world has gone a little mad.14

Canadian journalist Naomi Klein coined the term “disaster capitalism” in her best-selling 2007 book, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism, in which she observes that privatization, government deregulation, and deep cuts to social spending are often imposed after megadisasters, man-made or natural, “all before victims of war or natural disaster [are] able to regroup and stake their claims to what [is] theirs.”

The aim of privatizing government itself has existed for decades, but the attacks of September 11, 2001, accelerated the process in the United States because the Bush administration saw its “war on terror” as a boon for the private sector. “Now wars and disaster responses are so fully privatized,” Klein argues, “that they are themselves the new market: there is no need to wait until after the war for the boom—the medium is the message.”15

These ideological changes are implemented by force, despite the routine opposition to them expressed by populations across the world—if they know about the policies at all. Resistance occurs because inefficiency, abuse, corruption, and death cloud the sunny rhetoric offered by privatization’s loudest defenders.16 Still, all too often, corporate power wins. The social and environmental costs of this phenomenon are what I document in these pages.

Predatory capitalism goes way beyond exploiting disaster. Many ongoing crises seem to have been sustained by businesses to fuel industries in which they have a financial stake. These corporations are like vultures feeding on the body of a weakened government that must increasingly rely on the private sector to provide public services. It is surely arguable that the corporation is now fundamentally more powerful than the nation-state, and that it is often the former that dictates terms to the latter. This represents a profound shift in authority that has taken place over the last half-century. A competing position is that the state and the multinationals rely on each other equally, and that companies are only allowed to grow so big by the self-interested largesse of politicians. State oversight is now so weak—often, indeed, nonexistent—in both the Western world and developing countries that corporate power can be said to have won.

I have been reading Klein since her 1999 breakthrough book No Logo, which challenged the idea of uncontrolled global capitalism and documented the growing resistance to it. Klein spoke in Australia in the early 2000s, and her arguments resonated with me. She exposed global injustices, but instead of just attacking the individual or group at fault, she took her critique far deeper, into the economic system itself. Follow the money, she argued.

In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, which wreaked havoc in New York state in 2012, Klein wrote how the rich would “protect themselves from the less savory effects of the economic model that made them so wealthy.”17 The “shock doctors,” she lamented, “are readying to exploit the climate crisis.” After Sandy ground its way up America’s east coast, the New York Times referred to the “Mad Max Economy, a multibillion-dollar a year collection of industries that thrived when things got really, really bad.”18

In her 2014 book, This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, Klein argues that, without serious action to reduce global emissions, the world we know and love will no longer exist. There are massive forces pushing to maintain the status quo—those making money from energy investments. Dangerous hydraulic fracking is sold as the answer, despite the clear evidence of the risks it poses to the land, water, and air. Hillary Clinton’s State Department strong-armed nations to embrace shale gas and employ US companies in exploiting it.19 The growing success of campaigns of divestment from holdings in fossil fuels is a sure sign that business-as-usual is frightening disaster capitalists.

“At its core,” Klein writes, “it is a crisis born of overconsumption by the comparatively wealthy, which means the world’s most manic consumers are going to have to consume less.”20 The pages that follow in this book are filled with stories of Western greed taking a devastating toll on countries and people rendered invisible by the mainstream media.

It is vital that the corporations that are causing global environmental damage be called out, as is accepting leading US environmentalist Bill McKibben’s assertion that “we need to view the fossil fuel industry in a new light. It has become a rogue industry, reckless like no other force on Earth.”21 However, I have expanded Klein’s thesis to focus not just on environmental catastrophe, war, and the hidden costs of foreign aid, but also on what happens when the resources sector and detention centers are privatized. These two industries are thriving in the twenty-first century, operating with an alarming disregard for human rights. Nothing less is required, in the words of Guardian columnist George Monbiot, than a “democratic mobilization against plutocracy.”22

Of course, there is money to be made from environmental vandalism. As US journalist McKenzie Funk details in his 2014 book, Windfall, insurers, businesspeople, Arctic oil prospectors, private firefighters, and entrepreneurs are all finding business models—for now. The author is savvy enough to recognize that “when you’re on the high ground—wealthy enough, northerly enough, far enough above the sea—global warming isn’t yet the existential threat that it is for an Egyptian or a Marshall or Staten Islander.”23

My definition of “disaster” has deepened to include companies that entrench a crisis and then sell themselves as the only ones who can resolve it. Resources and detention centers are just the latest in a long line of assets and institutions that have been made the instruments of unaccountable private power. Whether we call this disaster capitalism or just a product of the unavoidable excesses and inequalities of capitalism itself, the end result is still a world ruled by unaccountable markets.

It is not too fanciful to imagine the end-point of this process being the privatization of the natural world itself.

During the last ten years I have found myself in some of the more challenging places on earth, and the evidence before my eyes convinced me to undertake this project—to visit a range of countries that have been sites of rampant privatization and discrimination. As a journalist and activist, I believe that bearing witness to what I see, and giving unequal players the right of reply, contributes some balance to the privatization debate, rather than the false construct of “balance” that permeates the corporate press, which merely pits one powerful interest against another. A recurring preoccupation of my previous books—My Israel Question, The Blogging Revolution, and Profits of Doom—has been to uncover the untold stories behind the twenty-four-hour news agenda. In this book, I scrutinize an economic system that thrives on ordered chaos and autocracy.

Far too few reporters demand transparency or challenge capitalism, preferring instead to operate comfortably within it. But so-called embedded journalism makes seeing beyond its narrow parameters close to impossible, and I have always opposed the practice. Heavily pushed by governments and the military after 9/11, it has cultivated a media that views business and political leaders as far more important than the individuals and societies affected by them. This work is an antidote to such thinking. It is my contribution to the ongoing fight against silence and complicity in our post-9/11 world. For beyond the shocking stories of torture, rendition, war, drone attacks, and disappearances that occasionally preoccupy the mainstream media, before disappearing to make room for news about the latest reality TV show, lie narratives that are routinely ignored. The effects of policies crafted in Western capitals have clear ramifications for citizens all around the world, but only if we care to look. This book considers the view from below, the experiences of people who are all too often invisible in the daily news cycle.

In the introduction to his book Heroes, John Pilger writes that citizens in the developing world are mostly framed in the West as “demons or victims”—a characterization that automatically excludes perhaps the dirtiest word in modern English: imperialism. There is not a country I visited for this book in which the legacy of imperialism does not scar the landscape and people—an injury to which the insult of omission from Western media reportage is routinely added. It is comforting to imagine that this ideology disappeared with the sepia-tinged age of the Edwardians, but that is not the case. The propaganda has simply become more sophisticated, and its proponents more brazen.

Besides, there has never been more money to make. The Pulitzer Prize–winning New York Times journalist James Risen, author of the 2014 book Pay Any Price: Greed, Power and Endless War, says that “four trillion dollars is the best estimate for the total price tag of the war on terror, including the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and much of it has gone to shadowy contractors. It is one of the largest transfers of wealth in American history and yet it has gone largely unnoticed.”24 This book aims to rectify this omission.

Predatory capitalism does not just afflict the developing world. Far too often, policies that have been tried and failed in poor nations are applied in wealthier nations in a time of profound weakness. In the wake of the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan, it did not take long for commentators to start calling for “reform”—code for mass privatization that would allow big business a free hand in redeveloping the devastated areas with the help of generous tax breaks. Murray McLean, Australia’s former ambassador to Japan, argued that trade liberalization was one viable solution, but he was worried that leaders would remain “bogged down in policymaking malaise.”25

His suggestions sounded benign, but they were remarkably similar to the prescriptions described by Klein in The Shock Doctrine in relation to the tsunami that bore down on Sri Lanka, among other countries, on December 26, 2004. These included “public-private partnerships,” “flexible labor laws,” and the opening up of the economy to privatization.26

For this book, I visited places that provide unique insights into the cashed-up world of disaster profiteers, resource hunters, war contractors, and aid leeches. The narrative of supposed progress is seemingly unstoppable, and beyond the reach of critique. After all, who would not want to help the people of Papua New Guinea become independent through mining if this is their path to nirvana? But the facts on the ground tell a different story.

The book is divided into two parts. Part I features the most egregious examples of exploitation: Pakistan and Afghanistan, Greece, Haiti, and Papua New Guinea. These nations have endured hardships because of the determination of particular factions to impose policies that enrich only a local elite and foreign entities.

Since the attacks of 9/11, the geographical heart of the West’s “war on terror” has been in Pakistan and Afghanistan. The role in those countries of privatized militaries and intelligence gatherers, both foreign and domestic, prompted me to visit them. This is a murky world, far away from the slick rhetoric deployed in London, Washington, and Canberra, where I met muscled contractors making a packet in the pursuit of a profit motive that has nothing to do with democracy or freedom. These forces partly explain the successful insurgencies against Westerners in these states and Iraq.

Greece has suffered under harsh economic policies more than most Western countries. The rise of the neo-Nazi party Golden Dawn is a logical outcome of this failed economic model. The poor and refugees are especially suffering, and I report here on their plight. This leads me to a discovery of European Union complicity in the crisis, and the success of anti-austerity party Syriza.

Haiti, the poorest country in the Western hemisphere, is still recovering from the devastating earthquake of January 2010. I observed there the collusion between multinationals, NGOs, government officials, armed UN troops, aid groups, and donors, all of whom regard the outsourcing of essential tasks to for-profit companies as progress. On two trips to Haiti, I witnessed what this meant for the local community. Africa should be a warning to Haiti, with the billions of dollars of aid money pouring into the continent more than cancelled by the billions more leaving through tax evasion and multinational profits.27

In Papua New Guinea, one of the largest recipients of Australian aid, I investigated whether the mining boom has helped or hindered the country, particularly in the province of Bougainville. Like so many other poor nations blessed with abundant resources, Papua New Guinea is plagued by multinationals that have operated there for decades, investing billions of dollars in exploiting what lies beneath the ground while residents recoup few tangible benefits and see little improvement in their standard of living. Meanwhile, the environmental costs have been massive, and corruption is rampant. In short, the so-called resource curse turns out to be alive and well.

Part II focuses on the United States, Britain, and Australia. These three wealthy Western states dictate economic conditions of their own creation to the world, and punish the most vulnerable in their societies who dare to seek a piece of the action and those who oppose their economic regime.

The United States and Britain have become global leaders in the privatized prisons and detention industries, through which millions of people have passed without any deterrent effect on criminality. Needless to say, this system has enriched favored companies such as Serco, G4S, and Corrections Corporation of America. I investigate in both countries how lobbying, ideology, and a punishment ethos have colluded to produce one of the most destructive experiments in modern times: mass incarceration.

Australia has privatized all of its detention centers for asylum seekers, which are now run by multinational companies. Few other countries have so comprehensively outsourced such facilities to such a small group of companies, and with so little government oversight or media scrutiny. In its remote facilities, I investigated the reality of this privatized world and its effects on refugees and staff, and what they say about a supposedly civilized nation.

These are stark examples of a capitalism that has gone off the rails, though sadly they are not unrepresentative. Some argue that capitalism is inherently predatory, and this book is the case for that proposition. I could have visited Equatorial Guinea, an oil-rich African country beset by corruption and violence; or South Sudan, the world’s newest nation, beset with resource conflict, ethnic strife and Western and Chinese corporate interests. In Iraq, I could have researched the Western firms that made a fortune after signing resource deals with the brutal US- and Iranian-backed Baghdad regime. Or I could have investigated the growing Chinese appetite for Burmese jade, causing drug addiction and hardship for locals in Kachin State. China’s rise to superpower status places its actions in the spotlight, and it has no shortage of government and private enterprises desperate to make an unethical fortune. Meanwhile, the Western food and drink multinationals forging new markets in developing countries are driving increased rates of diabetes, obesity, and heart disease.28

When, in 2000, I was in Mongolia—the fastest-growing state in the world, due to its copper and gold deposits—the boom had not yet begun, and all I saw was a resilient people desperate to emerge from decades of oppressive policies dictated by Beijing and Moscow. Today, US lobbyists see Mongolia as experiencing a resource rush, but really it is just open season for vulture capitalists who can once again plunder a new frontier while leaving the vast majority of the locals with nothing to show for the bonanza.29 Even in Syria—an apocalyptic war zone—critics argue that some aid organizations and contractors are prolonging the conflict by working too closely with war criminals on all sides.30

Each place I investigate here is culturally, politically, and socially distinctive. But what connects them all together is that they are subject to the destructive ideology of corporations aiming to make money on a global scale. An understanding of why this is happening in the twenty-first century entails a challenge to cherished beliefs concerning aid and development, war and democracy, and in particular the modern, borderless nature of capitalism. The most dedicated followers of capitalism and privatization feverishly apply logical market principles in disaster zones, impoverished nations, and developed countries with large inflows of refugees. Yet, time and time again, they fail to enrich anyone other than the handful of individuals clever enough to jump on board the well-stocked gravy train.

This book is a product of the post-9/11 environment. The mass expansion of the privatized surveillance state was confined to the realm of science fiction before that fateful September day in 2001. Today, there are 4 million US citizens who hold Top Secret security clearance, of whom 500,000 are contractors.31 Robert Greiner, who was the CIA station chief in Islamabad, Pakistan, at the time of the 9/11 attacks, said in 2010 that he believed at least half of the staff working at the CIA’s counterterrorism center were private contractors.32 Former NSA employee Edward Snowden exposed the dangers of mass surveillance being managed by private enterprise when he leaked documents in 2013 proving how easy it was for firms such as Booz Allen Hamilton to view and store information on citizens. It is nothing less than a privatized, modern-day Stasi.

The claim that “the world is a battlefield” reflects a military ideology pursued by both Democrat and Republican administrations, as has been detailed by investigative journalist Jeremy Scahill. This view is only bolstered by WikiLeaks documents, released in 2010, that uncovered a large number of previously unreported murders committed by privatized security and intelligence forces in the Afghan and Iraq conflict zones.33 These ghost-figures operate in the shadows in dozens of countries, kidnapping, interrogating, and killing suspects without oversight.34 Modern-day mercenary companies, justified by the state as essential in fighting terrorism, have been completely integrated into America’s endless war.

The war on terror has brought untold riches to corporations keen to profit from fear: the US firm CACI, provider of interrogators to Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison, was complicit in torturing Iraqis; the world’s largest aerospace company, Boeing, was implicated in “extraordinary rendition” flights, delivering suspects for torture;35 Lloyds Banking Group was found to have invested in a company that flew individuals to “black sites” around the world.36 Often, the corporate state is brazen about such exploitation, as are its government associates. British Defence Secretary Philip Hammond told companies to “pack their suitcases” to gain construction contracts at the tail-end of the NATO campaign against Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi, in 2011.37 The country is now engulfed by civil war. Western advocates of intervention have moved on to the next conflict.

It is hard to escape the conclusion that wars are often fought for the key reason of liberating new and willing markets—and with the war on terror likely to continue for decades, there will be no shortage of new business to secure. Even the United Nations is increasingly relying on unaccountable mercenary firms such as DynCorp and G4S, two companies with dubious records.38 In Afghanistan, the Department of Defense employs nearly 40,000 contractors.39 The war there is far from over.

Indeed, the battle never ends. When Washington declared war against the Islamic State in 2014, private interests emerged as the big, if largely ignored, winner. Contractors were “looking for the next big meal ticket and this could be it,” said Sean McFate, a former Dyncorp employee.40 Blackwater founder Erik Prince, now running Frontier Services Group to help China in Africa, urged the United States to “let the private sector finish the job” against Islamist militants—presumably hoping that no one would remember how disastrous the effects of Western mercenaries’ activities had been since 9/11.41

Meanwhile, the erosion of democracy is met with barely a whimper from the political and media establishments. The selling of valuable assets and outsourcing of vital state services occurs because public resistance to it is so minimal—though it is far stronger in countries where people’s lives are literally at risk. This book aims to shock, provoke, and reveal a world that has developed by stealth—but also to insist that alternatives are possible.





Part I





1

Pakistan and Afghanistan:
“Looking for the new war”


Frankly, I’d like to see the government get out of war altogether and leave the whole feud to private industry.

Major Milo Minderbinder, in Catch-22 (Joseph Heller)



The rain pelted the car’s windshield as we sped through Kabul’s streets, which resembled a sea of mud. Women in burqas appeared, faceless and shapeless, and disappeared just as quickly. Young boys put out begging hands when the traffic stopped us, desperate for coins or food. I saw some children pushing wheelbarrows full of bricks, while others played alongside the road. Large trucks roared past, pumping their horns.

I was half an hour from the center of Afghanistan’s capital, on Jalalabad Road, which was lined with large compounds owned by logistics companies and protected by guards. Behind one of the nondescript fences were the premises of a private security firm. Speaking to senior players in the private security industry in Afghanistan was notoriously difficult because it was an inherently secretive business, but I had been promised time with a senior manager.

My driver and I pulled up near a concrete barrier. It only took a few seconds before two local armed guards appeared to ask what we were doing here. The men each carried an AK-47 and wore a cap emblazoned with the security company’s logo. They took me to a small office near the main gate and offered me a seat and tea. Rain dripped through a small crack in the wooden ceiling, splattering on the dirt below. One of the guards talked to me as he searched my bag. He had spent a number of years in Karachi, the financial capital of Pakistan, but had been with this company in Kabul for two years, and said, “They’re a good employer.” He liked the job because it provided a steady income.

I was invited into the compound. There was a large courtyard where four-wheel-drive vehicles were parked, and this was surrounded by multi-story, transportable buildings. Around twenty Gurkhas, recent recruits, milled about in one corner. The company’s managing director approached and introduced himself. Jack was an affable man in his sixties who wore beige chinos, a blue shirt and a navy fleece jacket. He told me that he had fought as a British soldier in some of the toughest wars of the last few decades, including those in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Central America, but said he made far more money in his current job. “Western militaries should pay their soldiers more money, otherwise they’ll continue moving to PMCs,” said Jack, referring to private military companies. (“We don’t call ourselves mercenaries,” he later told me. His company thought the word had a bad connotation.)

Jack lead me into his office, a small, dimly lit room with a window, a desk, and a black leather couch, and on the walls, a map of Kabul outlining where his company operated, a map of Afghanistan, and a photo of the Hindu Kush mountain range. As we entered, he calmly told me that his corporation “survives off chaos.”

Jack’s company had come to Afghanistan in 2002, the first PMC to arrive after the October 2001 US-led invasion. Now there were more PMCs, about 75 percent of which were Afghan-run. Up until serious resistance against the invaders had begun, in 2004, the violence was relatively low-level. The company offered “assistance to anyone”—journalists, NGOs, and UN employees—for a hefty fee, with its personnel earning at least $1,000 per day. But from 2002 onwards, the company worked with the Afghan government because of a correct perception that its Ministry of Interior could not properly secure businesses and people.

This was the birth of the apparent necessity for private security in Afghanistan. The thinking was that a tough war required hiring the best security, which mostly meant former soldiers looking to make a quick buck. Cultural or social sensitivity and knowledge of a country were not prerequisites.

Kabul’s view of PMCs had changed over the years, however, from initially welcoming them to now viewing them with suspicion. The Americans and foreigners still used them to protect their bases, around 3,000 of them, utilizing employees from the “Five Eyes” intelligence sharing nations (the United States, Britain, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia) and NATO.1 “It’s chaos,” Jack said, explaining that the Afghan laws against PMCs were applied unevenly. He equated this with injustice, telling me that “in a civilized country, people are not guilty before appearing in a court. Here, you’re guilty and arrested first.”

With a hint of regret, Jack said: “With constantly changing regulations here, life is difficult.” In 2002, he recalled, there had been an abundance of ammunition and guns, and “it was easy to operate.” The United States and the United Kingdom were focused on chasing Osama bin Laden and the Taliban, so PMCs could purchase weapons easily and “get the job done” without having to worry about any pesky official oversight. But now, Jack said, the Afghan government had tried to dismantle the foreign PMCs and replace them with locally run outfits and the state-controlled Afghan Public Protection Force (disbanded in 2014 and folded into the Ministry of Interior). He said these groups were incapable of performing their duties competently, yet his company was losing commercial contracts to them.

Nevertheless, in Kabul, Jack’s company still managed four embassy buildings, the UN headquarters, and a few banks—what he called “static work.” They avoided shadowing convoys, a risky enterprise that required transporting foreign troops’ goods through often hostile tribal territory. Jack said such areas were only accessible upon handing over “brown envelopes” (bribes)—as he put it, “the dollar works here.” Of course, foreign companies were not allowed to pay bribes; in theory, these firms could be prosecuted at home. But Jack merely smirked when I asked if any companies were doing this.

Jack could not understand why so many activists in the West were “obsessed” with imposing tighter regulations on PMCs. He took pride in the way his company delivered its service. He had an apolitical though patronizing mindset—he had no regard for the exploitation occurring in this privatized war zone, instead seeing it as a job that involved taking some risks. When I challenged him over his lack of curiosity about the problems of outsourcing security during a conflict, he responded that there was nothing inherently unethical about providing a safe service on time. He was also extremely arrogant, believing that he should be able to do business anywhere he wanted.

Jack’s company employed six international staff, a number of Gurkhas, and 1,200 Afghans. He spoke proudly of hiring so many locals, saying that many of them were sent to “night school to learn computer skills to use in our HR office and visa section.” He said it was one way for a foreign company to contribute something tangible to Afghan society. “My young men and women are the people who could be leading the country,” he said. “My 1,200 pay packets feed 12,000 people in their families. If I didn’t employ them, where would they work?”

Responding to the idea that Afghan sovereignty was undermined when PMCs were at work, Jack said, “The US is not capable of running empires.” He pointed out that Washington’s occupation of the country was done so badly that it was inevitable that outside forces would enter the fray to make money. Besides which, Jack said, it was ultimately cheaper for states to employ PMCs than to put their own “boots on the ground,” because the military companies took care of their own insurance, provided vehicles, and managed all the administration. As for anything else a PMC needed, after being in the country for years, Jack understood how the system worked and who in Kabul you had to approach for such things as permission to register weapons. “I’m my own government,” he said.

Jack continued his justifications: “America, Britain, and [other] foreign forces, in both Iraq and Afghanistan, are not big enough to rebuild nations. PMCs are needed to fill the void, protecting contractors, building prisons and schools. They’re now an essential part of war.”2 (He admitted that this might not have been the case in Afghanistan if the United States had used more troops in the first place.)

Not that Jack saw a long-term future for his company in Afghanistan. He believed that when most Western forces finally departed the country, he and his staff would follow them. “We’ll stash some weapons in caves,” he told me cryptically, “[but] I don’t see any PMCs here then.”3 His company did, however, already operate in several other places around the world, and he expected more wars—in Iran, the Korean Peninsula, and Africa. “If we can make money, we’ll go there,” he said.

In his mind, the PMC business had no negatives. It was purely “jobs for boys leaving the army who can continue their trade.” He expanded on how positively he felt about the work: “Money is not the sole motivator for me, I just want to have a job … I would be bored staying at home. I feel secure. I don’t have an operational role and we have good intelligence around the country. It’s better than the British military, actually, direct from the provinces and local Afghans, and we inform the UK military if it’s relevant to them. We talk with [British security company] G4S, who’ll pass intelligence on to us, and vice versa. We’re all mates, [we] trained together and fought together globally over the years. We really just compete over contracts.” It sounded like a very cosy PMC club.

Jack mentioned an issue I constantly heard about during my stay in the country: a potential Afghan mining boom. “There are massive mineral resources here,” he explained, adding that “unless corruption is resolved,” greed would win out. “Western corporations won’t come here to invest,” he said, “but already India and China are buying up land with resources and waiting until security improves.” He said his company had been approached by mining multinationals but that they would “need diplomatic permission to operate legally here.”

By 2014, Afghan ministers were touting the nation’s resources as the best way to bring stability and revenue after the Americans departed. The China Metallurgical Group Corporation (MCC) bought rights to a massive copper mine at Mes Aynak in Logar province in 2008, and after finding rare and ancient Buddhist relics in the region the new owners said they would extract the artifacts or destroy them. At the time of writing there was no news of the mine even opening, though the Afghan government claimed to have increased security around the site in 2014 in a push to get mining started. Claims of 75,000 jobs being created, along with a quarter of a billion dollars in annual revenue, should be viewed with skepticism. In 2015 I visited a local community near Aynak mine and found village elders angry over being displaced from their homes, caught between a raging Taliban and Islamic State insurgency in the area and a trigger-happy Afghan military who are paid to defend the mine’s interests.

Integrity Watch Afghanistan had accused local actors of illegally shipping hundreds of millions of dollars of minerals, oil, and gas annually to Iran and Pakistan.4 The Afghan government had promoted other sites across Afghanistan as perfect opportunities for foreign investors, but security, corruption, and meager tax or royalties, upset villagers moved for botched mines and failed contracts, and instability continued to impede progress. US geologists estimated in 2010 that the country was sitting on at least $1 trillion worth of lithium, iron, and copper.

After nearly one and a half hours, the friendly, fast-flowing conversation ended. As Jack and I exchanged farewells, I could hear the Gurkhas training outside in the drizzling rain. Before I left, I looked out Jack’s window—first to the horizon, where dark, menacing clouds hovered, then at the countless similarly appointed compounds around me that lined the main road. It was clear that many PMCs benefited from the war. They didn’t ever want the conflict to end.

Before the US-led invasion of Afghanistan, the country was ruled by the Taliban: people were executed in football stadiums, music was officially outlawed, and young girls were banned from schools. It was a barbaric regime, though not so barbaric that it could not negotiate with the US energy company Unocal over running a Turkmenistan-Pakistan pipeline through the country; extremism was rarely a barrier to disaster capitalism. After the invasion, Afghanistan became the perfect place for a war economy to thrive. The Trans-Afghanistan pipeline (also known as the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India pipe, or TAPI), scheduled to open in 2018, was intended to transport Caspian Sea gas in a modern continuation of the Silk Road.

The battle that surrounded Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 provided a solid model for post-9/11 war propaganda. The US public relations firm Hill+Knowlton was employed to demonize the Saddam Hussein regime—a campaign paid for by a group of Kuwaiti oil sheiks who named themselves Citizens for a Free Kuwait. One of its stunts involved a young woman, calling herself Nayirah, who told a meeting of the United States Congressional Human Rights Caucus that she had seen Iraqi soldiers take babies from incubators and place them on the floor to die. It was a lie—the woman was actually the fifteen-year-old daughter of the Kuwaiti ambassador to the United States. Nonetheless, it succeeded in encouraging the support of military action against Iraq.

The enlistment of PR personnel continued when the George W. Bush administration declared its “war on terror” in 2001. Countless Hill+Knowlton staff became government staffers to assist in selling the fight, initially against the Taliban. Victoria Clarke, director of the firm’s Washington office, left the company to become defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s press spokesperson, leading the charge to embed journalists in US military units, which helped ensure military-friendly coverage. One of the sharpest critics of this process was the late journalist Michael Hastings, who challenged the close relationship between the press and military in his 2011 book, The Operators.5 Many colleagues damned him for daring to reveal the conceit of the embedding process.

Another Hill+Knowlton staffer, Jeff Raleigh, became a member of the Afghanistan Reconstruction Group, helping the US ambassador in Kabul to encourage public support for the corrupt Afghan government.6 He worked for the Rendon Group, a company paid tens of millions of dollars by the US government to push war propaganda in Iraq and Afghanistan in the wake of 9/11, and to prepare “a counternarcotics information campaign” in Kabul. This was despite the central government caring little for the anti-drug campaign experience that company founder John Rendon said he had gained while he had been a state official in Massachusetts.7 In 2006, the company was paid $4 million to persuade Afghans not to grow opium poppies, and so stop fuelling the global heroin trade. The campaign was a spectacular failure.8

Hill+Knowlton was just one example of a company that straddled the worlds of big business and high-level government, and in doing so benefited financially from war.9 Another was DynCorp, one of the firms the United States relied on to conduct the training of its military forces across the world. Its résumé included providing bodyguards to protect Haitian president Jean-Bertrand Aristide in the 1990s, services for the US military in Somalia, Kosovo, and Bolivia, and assistance in the post–Hurricane Katrina clean-up. But demand for the company’s work surged after 9/11, when the US government began outsourcing its war on terror.

The State Department had handed out contracts to DynCorp worth over $1 billion, for “police advisers” to assist US efforts to build up the Afghan security forces. But the results had been disappointing, to say the least. Serious allegations of waste, mismanagement, and overcharging were rampant, and the effectiveness and trustworthiness of the Afghan police force remained in doubt. A 2009 UN report found that at least half of the Afghan police who had been trained by the Americans were corrupt, while a particularly disturbing statistic was the growing number of so-called “green-on-blue” attacks, in which Afghan recruits turned on their trainers.10 Yet in 2012, after years of consistent failure by DynCorp in Afghanistan, and barely one week after the US special inspector general for reconstruction labeled as “unsatisfactory” the company’s work at the Kunduz army base, it secured a $72.8 million contract to train US Air Force pilots.11 The US State Department gave nearly $4 billion to support reconstruction in Afghanistan from 2002 to 2013—and $2.7 billion of that went to Dyncorp.12

DynCorp had a major presence in both Afghanistan and Iraq, earning 96 percent of its $3 billion annual revenue from the US government. This had occurred despite the company’s failure to implement any serious mechanisms to consult with the locals with whom they worked, instead relying on ad hoc relationships that almost guaranteed cronyism.13 Privatization had become so entrenched in the aforementioned countries that placing the affected services back in public hands was rarely even discussed by Western governments.

“[DynCorp] were brought in during the heyday of our innocence,” said Ashraf Ghani, Afghanistan’s current president, former minister of finance and adviser to President Hamid Karzai, in 2012.14 A year earlier, journalist Charles Glass reported from Kabul that DynCorp “paid the least and hired people other companies would not touch,”15 which was also what I heard during my visit.

Another player in the war economy was KBR, a former subsidiary of Halliburton, the company once run by former US vice president Dick Cheney. From the beginning of the Afghan war in 2001, KBR/Halliburton were winning contracts to prepare bases for incoming US troops. The figures were staggering—the companies received hundreds of millions of dollars to provide basic services such as food, laundry, camp maintenance, and airfield services. By 2008, KBR said that it had served more than 720 million meals, driven more than 643 million kilometers in convoy jobs, treated 45 billion liters of water, and created more than 242 million tons of ice in the war on terror.16

Many other companies had taken their place in the armed-conflict outsourcing queue. An army reporter for the US Department of Defense wrote a story in 2003 that featured representatives of three contractors talking about how they imported into Afghanistan vegetables and fruits from Germany, soft drinks from Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, and meat from the United States. “A lot of the guys working here are prior military,” said one employee. “We’ve been there and done that too, so this is like we’re giving back. I remember what [the soldiers are] going through.”17 The message was clear: no expense was spared to provide the comforts of home, and contractors were enriched in the process.

There were often more contractors than soldiers in Afghanistan, a trend that was likely to continue for years to come, as it had in Iraq and Guantánamo Bay. In the last quarter of 2012, there were over 109,000 contractors in Afghanistan, nearly double the number of US troops.18 Also in 2012, the US company Mission Essential Personnel received a $2.3 billion contract to provide more than 8,000 translators at 200 bases in Afghanistan.19 Countless companies, such as the Christian-inspired International Relief and Development (IRD), received more than $2 billion in support from USAID between 2007 and 2013, and yet its record was desultory.20 USAID suspended work with IRD in 2015, citing “serious misconduct” in its activities.

Supreme Foodservice AG, based in Switzerland, massively overcharged when providing food and water to American troops. The US government’s Defence Logistics Agency accused the company of overbilling by $757 million. In late 2014, Supreme pleaded guilty in a US court for overcharging the US military for food and water; they agreed to pay a $389 million fine—a tiny portion of the $8.8 billion contract secured for a 2005–13 contract.

This was occurring despite the problems being common knowledge for years. There existed, for example, in Afghanistan and other US theaters of war, a two-tier system of privatized employment: one that benefited Westerners and the other that exploited locals. In journalist Sarah Stillman’s 2011 investigation of this trend, she wrote of an


invisible army … primarily from South Asia and Africa [who] often live in barbed-wire compounds on US bases, eat at meagre chow halls, and host dance parties featuring Nepalese romance ballads and Ugandan church songs. A large number are employed by fly-by-night subcontractors who are financed by the American taxpayer but who often operate outside the law.21



An Al Jazeera America investigation in 2014 found that the problem still existed, with labor abuses “rampant” on US bases in Afghanistan. The company Ecolog International was even accused of human trafficking.22

Of course, the official line was that outsourcing had largely accelerated after the 2001 attacks on New York and Washington as a way for the Bush administration to continue reducing waste and increase efficiency. The day before the attacks took place, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld gave a speech that set the scene for what was to come. “The topic today is an adversary that poses a threat, a serious threat, to the security of the United States of America,” he began. This turned out not to be terrorism, but “Pentagon bureaucracy.” Rumsfeld claimed the Pentagon was wasting at least $3 billion annually, and that the logical answer to this was privatization. “When an entire industry exists to run warehouses efficiently,” Rumsfeld continued, “why do we own and operate so many of our own? At bases around the world, why do we pick up our own garbage and mop our own floors, rather than contracting services out, as many businesses do?”23 Events unfolded the following day that gave Rumsfeld the perfect excuse to fast-track his plan, emblemized by the privatization of various war-support services that led to huge job cuts in the US Department of Defense. Cutting a massively bloated budget would undoubtedly contribute to a fairer society if the money was spent on public services, but outsourcing did nothing to address the problem.

Rumsfeld and Cheney’s joint legacy cast a long shadow. The favoring of corporations that profited from conflict was now the way that the United States fought its wars. The overthrow of Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi in 2012 saw an explosion of private contractors thrust into a dangerous mix, with the State Department relying on little-known British company Blue Mountain Group to protect its mission in Benghazi in 2012. Reuters found that employees had little or no experience in security.24

Washington increasingly viewed outsourced private security as the way to protect its assets in the Middle East, Africa, and beyond. The State Department’s Bureau of Diplomatic Security protected 275 embassies and consulates, and employed more than 36,000 people, 90 percent of whom were private contractors, according to a 2013 Congressional Research Service report.

And this was not just how Republicans thought. Democrats like Hillary Clinton and John Kerry also argued in favor of this system, saying it was more efficient. The same disease infected the two main arms of American politics. As a result, not enough accountability had been demanded, such as oversight mechanisms to follow the money trail or measure efficiency, and so billions of dollars had been wasted.

There was almost universal support for the US-led invasion of Afghanistan after the 9/11 attacks (although some in the left, myself included, opposed the war because they argued that America’s aim was not to create a democratic state that would respect all its citizens, as it claimed, but to seek revenge). The Taliban regime, which had hosted al-Qaeda and its leader, Osama bin Laden, was quickly overthrown by Operation Enduring Freedom, but many of its senior leaders fled to neighboring Pakistan, and the group maintained control over vast swathes of Afghanistan.

The conflict became America’s longest-running war. In 2014 the bulk of Western troops were removed, though President Barack Obama reversed a previous decision to massively reduce US troop numbers and military trainers, and continued Washington’s involvement in war fighting into 2015 and beyond. In December 2014 Obama closed Bagram prison, the site of torture and indefinite detention without trial, transferring prisoners to the Afghan government.

But the occupation was not over. The large presence of contractors would continue for many years to come. A leaked document in 2013 from leading US contractor company SAIC showed a comprehensive plan in Afghanistan, with hundreds of employed subcontractors, including Lockheed Martin and drone manufacturer General Atomics.25 The US mission was intimately tied to these unaccountable forces.

The Western occupation of Afghanistan profoundly changed the country, mostly for the worse. In Kandahar today, an Afghan elite enriched by the US occupation fears for the future. Unreliable power generators, supported by US-funded diesel, were a public face of dysfunction.26

The bigger picture was that Hamid Karzai had been installed as president in 2004 through undemocratic elections, and then reelected in a sham vote in 2009 compromised by voter fraud, of which there was widespread evidence. The election of Karzai’s replacement in 2014 was a tortuous process leading to uncertainty, despite the victory of pro-American leader Ashraf Ghani arranged by America.

An insurgency against Western forces did not occur immediately, as many Afghans, though opposed to a foreign occupation, initially welcomed the fall of the Taliban. But, in 2003, militants initiated attacks against Kabul and the NATO-run International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). Tens of thousands of Afghan civilians were killed over the last decade—the UN only started publishing estimates in 2009, and by 2014 the total figure of dead and injured had reached at least 47,000. The year 2014 was the deadliest ever, according to the UN, with over 10,500 fatalities and injuries. Over 3,350 foreign soldiers, including at least 2,200 US troops, also died in the conflict. It was estimated that there had been thousands of US contractor deaths since 2001, although many went unreported; in 2011, at least 430 employees of American contractors were reported killed in Afghanistan.27

Shockingly, a 2010 US government report, Warlord, Inc., found that a large number of US-paid contractors were actually assisting the insurgency the West was fighting, by paying local warlord-controlled security companies to protect the cargo needed by ISAF forces. This empowered “warlords with money, legitimacy and a raison d’être for their private armies.”28 US officials in Kabul estimated in 2009 that at least 10 percent of the Pentagon’s logistics budget was used to pay off insurgents.29 In 2012, the Afghan Independent Human Rights Commission released an 800-page report titled Conflict Mapping in Afghanistan since 1978, which documented scores of atrocities that had taken place in the country in the past decades, many of them committed by the very warlords supported by the West today.30

The best account of this sordid agreement appeared in reporter Anand Gopal’s stunning 2014 book, No Good Men Among the Living. He recounts the myriad of ways Washington after 9/11 was used by Afghans to fight local battles, extinguish enemies while creating new ones, and guarantee a resurgence of the defeated Taliban. “The state became criminalized, one of the most corrupt in the world,” Gopal writes, “as thoroughly depraved as the warlords it sought to outflank.”

Afghanistan was susceptible to privatized security from the beginning of the post-9/11 war. The country was a veritable blank slate on which a new society could be drawn purely to benefit the bottom lines of corporations that sold themselves as essential to the war effort. And such companies wasted little time in doing so.

But the process has deeper historical roots. The end of the Cold War resulted in an explosion in demobilized labor looking for work, from which PMCs quickly developed. The founder of Aegis Defence Services, Colonel Tim Spicer, said that in the years after the fall of the Soviet Union, PMCs “fill[ed] the gap” where governments were reluctant to engage.31

Then 9/11 happened, and America saw an opportunity to reshape the Middle East with overwhelming force. It was a goldmine for PMCs. In his seminal book Corporate Warriors, P. W. Singer writes:


Warfare is no longer an exclusive affair of men in uniform fighting for their state’s political causes. Rather, warfare, as it was often in the past, has become a multi-faceted affair, involving men and women, inside and outside the public military, fighting for a variety of causes—political, economic, religious, social and cultural—that often have little to do with the state.32



A US Defense Department official, James Des Roches, did not mince words about the PMC world either: “The war on terrorism is the full employment act for these guys … A lot of people have said, ‘Ding, ding, ding, gravy train.’”33

It is this environment, combined with minimal media scrutiny and limited public knowledge of PMCs, that allowed this aspect of disaster capitalism to flourish in US war zones over the past years. Compounding the situation was the fact that global legal regulations concerning private security were limited and murky. In 2000, a commentator in the PMC community told Singer that anyone who was taken to court under the Geneva laws deserved to “be shot and their lawyer beside them”—he was referring to the fact that the laws were so weak that it was easy to circumvent them.34 The security corporations were often based in Western nations, but their operations took place worldwide, and therefore contracts were drawn up in countless jurisdictions.

Operating outside effective state control was the ideal for these firms. It was not just PMCs making a fortune. Take the private airline companies quietly transporting military, CIA, and intelligence forces in and out of Afghanistan and around the world. Corporations such as World Airlines, Evergreen Aviation, and Tepper Aviation serviced the endless rendition needs of the US government.35

Singer articulated the post-9/11 environment as “the lax and haphazard way in which governments have privatized their own military services over the last decade. The simple fact that one can outsource does not always mean one should.”36 Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the recent outsourcing of war was that many US government reports had found the practice to be irresponsible, yet this had had no effect on the granting of massive contracts to the profiteers. The US bipartisan Commission on Wartime Contracting released a report in 2011 that found between $31 billion and $61 billion worth of Pentagon projects in Iraq and Afghanistan had amounted to nothing due to fraud and waste. In the same year, the Center for Public Integrity concluded that the Pentagon’s no-bid contract system had exploded from $50 billion in 2003 to $140 billion in 2011.37

Soon after taking office in 2009, President Barack Obama announced that he would fight a war against bloated Pentagon spending:


Last year, the Government Accountability Office, GAO, looked into 95 major defense projects and found cost overruns that totaled $295 billion. Let me repeat. That’s $295 billion in wasteful spending. And this wasteful spending has many sources. It comes from investments in unproven technologies. It comes from a lack of oversight. It comes from influence peddling and indefensible no-bid contracts that have cost American taxpayers billions of dollars.

We will stop outsourcing services that should be performed by the government and open up the contracting process to small businesses. We will end unnecessary no-bid and cost-plus contracts that run up a bill that is paid by the American people. And we will strengthen oversight to maximize transparency and accountability.38



These were empty words. A member of the Commission on Wartime Contracting, Charles Tiefer, told Democracy Now! in 2011 that many US projects in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere, such as dining services and construction, were never finished, or the work was shoddy. He also said the Pentagon awarded contracts to a subsidiary company of the controversial Blackwater without realizing it, and that corporate lobbying of members of Congress was the key reason disaster capitalism was unstoppable.39 A 2015 report by the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) found that Blackwater/Academi was the second largest recipient of Pentagon funding from 2002 to 2014 for its training of Afghan security forces program. Defense manufacturer Northrop Grumman was the largest. Both organizations received hundreds of millions of dollars.
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My flight into Kabul was a spectacularly scenic way of entering the country. Most of the trip from Dubai was spent sitting just above the clouds, but twenty minutes before landing, the Hindu Kush appeared and the pilot threaded the plane between these mountains and the Kabul River. Snow sat on the range’s uninhabited peaks, seemingly almost touching the bottom of the plane. As the capital approached, I saw small mud-home villages dotting the landscape.

But on the ground in Afghanistan, I found a nation destroyed by brutal occupation, fierce Taliban resistance, and numerous companies making a fortune amid the misery. It was immediately clear to me that the country had suffered extraordinary carnage, visited on it by various outside forces, and that the pain had been reciprocated. Afghanistan was called the “graveyard of empires” for good reason—no nation had ever completely successfully occupied or controlled the country. When I visited the British cemetery in Kabul, I saw countless graves that testified to various British attempts to tame the place from the nineteenth century onwards. The quiet, well-tended space also had signs detailing the fatalities among NATO and ISAF forces since 2001, including the deaths of soldiers from Germany, Spain, and the Netherlands.

One of these failed attempts at British imperialism, between 1839 and 1842, was graphically depicted in William Dalrymple’s fine 2013 book, Return of a King. Dalrymple recounted the war between the British East India Company and Afghanistan and the near-complete destruction of the invading forces. It remained one of the worst defeats of the Victorian era. Its resonance in the modern age was revealing the same imperial arrogance against local forces displayed by Britain in the 1800s, continued in the twenty-first century. Nothing had changed.

The futility of all these past conflicts hit me: so many states had come here with supposedly noble aims, only to find that the country could not be won. The world’s most powerful nations over the last century had all been defeated here, and yet they kept on returning. It was depressing to think that the United States would inevitably be followed by other powers in the decades to come. China was the new, rising global power intent on exercising influence over Kabul, training Afghan diplomats, opening up a line of communication with the Taliban, and sharing Washington’s fear of Pakistani and Uighur militants.40 Beijing, with not a single soldier in the country, pledged billions of dollars of economic support to Afghanistan.

There had also been terrible social costs. I often heard in the field that pervasive drug use had gradually worsened since the 2001 US invasion. Afghans had used opium for medicinal purposes for centuries, but since the Soviet Union had invaded in 1979, opium production had become a key source of income for warlords fighting the country’s various occupiers. Even the Taliban, except for a brief ban it imposed in 2000, had profited from the trade. Today, large-scale opium trading was ubiquitous across the country, with barely any serious effort being made by foreign troops or Kabul to eradicate it.

There had been reports of many thousands of US soldiers abusing drugs in Afghanistan, including the use and dealing of heroin and opium, not unlike the rampant drug problem that occurred during the Vietnam War, but it was the Afghans who were principally suffering.41 Exact figures were impossible to find, but the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime alleged that at least 8 percent of the population aged between fifteen and sixty-four were hooked on opium, with few government programs to help manage the epidemic.42 That was around 1 million users out of a population of 35 million people. Up to 40 percent of the addicts were women and children.

The ISAF-led war prompted a resurgence in the drug trade.43 The drug economy in Afghanistan was thriving, and only worsened after most Western troops left in 2014. Up to 90 percent of the world’s heroin originated there, and countless US and British counternarcotics campaigns staged since 2001 had failed to dent the trade. A poppy farmer in the province of Tarin Kowt told the New York Times in 2012 that it was worth taking the risk. “The poppy is always good, you can sell it any time,” he said. “It is like gold.”44

Drugs were a central aspect of the war economy, enforced by the devastating effects of the Western occupation. National Public Radio reported in 2014 on the Afghan city of Herat and its more than 70,000 addicts, including a four-year-old child. The US Office on Drugs and Crime found in 2014 that opium poppy cultivation had hit an all-time high despite years of futile attempts to curtail it. Washington acquiesced, with Afghan officials, after 2001, benefiting financially from the drug trade. “Narco corruption went to the top of the Afghan government,” wrote Thomas Schweich, a senior US counternarcotics official in Afghanistan from 2006 to 2008.45

I decided to see the extent of the crisis for myself by visiting Pul-e-Sokhta, a densely populated and rubbish-strewn area of Kabul that was notorious for drug use. The only relatively safe way of doing this was to have an armed policeman accompany me. So, on the day in question, my fixer, Zubair, approached a handful of young policemen sitting on metal chairs arrayed in the dust near a roundabout. He did not offer a direct bribe but, rather, said that we wanted someone’s help to walk under an infamous bridge; $20 was the asking price for being a “guide”—a bribe by another name.

A friendly officer in his early twenties, who carried an AK-47 and wore a mask to shield his face from the dust, obligingly took us under an overpass newly built by USAID. “It’s the best in Kabul,” Zubair said.46 The smell was putrid; the Kabul River flowed nearby, and there were discarded plastic bags everywhere. Hundreds of addicts have been known to gather there, but the site was partly underwater, and relatively few users were around. Fifteen men huddled together under shawls while they smoked heroin. A few scattered as soon as we arrived, scared off by my camera and the policeman; the armed cop’s presence was serving its purpose.

It was a sorry sight. Discarded bottles, torn clothes, and rotten food lay under the bridge. The men were in a collective drugged stupor, their eyes bloodshot, crouching in the filth to get a fix. One man, who had a bushy brown goatee, said that he had lost his job and was then thrown in jail in Iran, where he became addicted to heroin—many Afghans had become addicts in neighboring Iran and Pakistan and then returned home, swelling the number of local drug users. The policeman, despite being surrounded by illegal drug use, did not attempt to arrest anyone.

Later, we left Kabul and drove east along a winding road towards Jalalabad and Sarobi, swapping the pollution of the capital for the fresh air of the countryside in order to see the opium crops up close. I saw countless poppy fields that remained unmolested by Afghan or foreign forces. Local security forces had erected checkpoints alongside rusted Soviet tanks covered in colorful graffiti, and they simply waved us on with a smile. Narrow mountains soon gave way to a wider expanse, which included some of the most spectacular scenery I had ever seen. Lush green poppy fields and lakes were interspersed with mud-home villages and memorials with colorful flags that commemorated fighters who had fallen against the Soviets or the Taliban. White painted rocks indicated areas that had been cleared of landmines. Overflowing trucks passed us on the road, moving entire families from one part of the country to the other, some of them nomads who shifted with the seasons.

Zubair and I had lunch—freshly cooked fish—in a small, decrepit hotel perched precariously above a valley. The cook was a young man who, along with his two younger cousins, earned a living for his family by selling the fish that were caught in a lake a few kilometers away. The Taliban used to terrorize the area, but today it had the illusion of calm, with clouds floating serenely in the sky and only the whirring sound of NATO helicopters in the distance.
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In Kabul, I initially avoided speaking to NATO or government officials, because I knew they would offer little worthwhile information aside from PR spin. But I eventually decided I wanted to hear firsthand why the influence of PMCs in Afghanistan was being limited by the powers-that-be, so I arranged an interview with a senior official at the Ministry of Interior.

I arrived at the Ministry compound on foot, because cars were mostly blocked from using the access road due to the high incidence of suicide attacks and other bombings. Knowing this made me nervous as Zubair and I waited at the first visitors’ checkpoint, while armed Afghan security officials radioed their superiors to confirm our presence. We waited and waited, and I tried to remain calm. There were no other Westerners around. After about fifteen minutes, we were waved through, whereupon my backpack was checked and I was frisked. When we reached the next checkpoint, the process was repeated.

A suicide bomber had breached security and killed six policemen nearby in April 2014, and Westerners came to be directly targeted by the Taliban and militants from 2013. One of the most deadly assaults was a brazen attack on a popular Kabul Lebanese restaurant in January 2014 in which Taliban gunmen sprayed diners with bullets, killing twenty-one people. Attacking foreigners was a key Taliban plan, a spokesman told Rolling Stone in August 2014. “They are part of our plan and we will target and kill them.”47

We finally arrived at the Ministry’s main building, where a guard asked me to switch on both my camera and video camera to ensure they were not explosive devices. Inside, the atmosphere was chaotic. I showed another guard my press pass while countless armed men walked in and out of the building. Insurgents had previously breached the department’s outer defenses and made it to this point to cause mayhem, so all the security seemed somewhat illusory.

We pushed through a pair of large, cushioned doors and walked several flights up a staircase. Sitting on the landing between each pair of floors was a man armed with a large weapon. I smiled at one of them as we passed. He did not return the courtesy. We then waited in a room while a Ministry employee printed and stapled documents and a television showed the pro-US TOLO News channel, which had been launched by an Australian Afghan and was partly funded by Rupert Murdoch. Finally, we were called into the interview.

Sediq Sediqqi was the Ministry’s “spokesperson and director of communication/public relations,” and remained in the same position in 2015. He was clean-shaven and dressed in a sharp gray suit. He spoke fluent English, but was even more fluent when speaking to a visiting journalist. He told me that the government was committed to eradicating private security companies in the country. “Years ago we needed them, before the Afghan … forces were built up, but not anymore,” he said. With 350,000 Afghan security personnel, Sediqqi claimed the country would soon be standing on its own feet and would not need unaccountable firms running the place. He did not fear a collapse of the national army, as had occurred in Iraq in 2014 against the terror group ISIS. He also said that the Karzai regime had decided to remove the PMCs because it “had intelligence” they were “causing trouble” with locals, and were not helping the state to grow.

What he did not discuss was these companies being run by relatives of Hamid Karzai himself, including his brothers. One of the former Afghan president’s siblings, Ahmed Wali Karzai, who had been murdered in Kandahar in 2011, was a notorious drug-dealing warlord. WikiLeaks documents released in 2010 hinted that one of his main activities had been controlling trucking on Highway 1, Afghanistan’s national ring road, by demanding bribes.

Sediqqi fretted about the destabilizing conduct of the militants who had taken refuge in Pakistan, including the Taliban, and who launched attacks on Afghanistan from there. He did not sound overly optimistic that this would change in the near future. He also acknowledged the human rights and corruption problems in his country, though he believed these were slowly being addressed.48 But when I asked him if he imagined leaving Kabul before all Western troops had left, he did not flinch, offering a robust defense of a brighter Afghan future. I did not believe him. Like many elite Afghans, he was sure to have a second passport, and might be tempted to use it when Western forces pulled out.

I also wanted to hear the official line on the Western occupation of the country, so I visited another Kabul compound to speak to M. Ashraf Haidari, who was Afghanistan’s deputy assistant national security adviser and the senior policy and oversight adviser to President Karzai (he later went on to work in India as the Afghanistan deputy chief of mission). The suave Haidari studied at Georgetown University in Washington, then worked for seven years at the Afghan embassy in the US capital. When I met him, he was dressed in a Western suit, and his black hair was slicked back.

Haidari gave me the standard line on a range of issues: he said that PMCs were a problem and the government was trying to remove them, as most of them operated illegally, without a license; he wanted me to know that he “appreciates Australian support and troops in the war” (though he wished Canberra had treated Afghan refugee boat arrivals better); he told me that there had been “big progress in Afghanistan since 2001, as there was no real state when war began after 9/11.” He was particularly keen to point out that the presence of Western forces in the country would be required, in some capacity, for the foreseeable future.49 He said that ongoing Western involvement was essential because “terrorists” still resided in the country and must be defeated, “even if Osama bin Laden is dead.”

I tried a number of times to challenge his statements, but without success—he knew the media game well. He did acknowledge that Afghanistan was a work in progress and that corruption still existed, but he insisted the nation was on the right track. He also refused to admit to any of the major corruption allegations that had been made against members of the Karzai family.

Perhaps the most troubling part of the interview, however, was when he asserted that the US-led night raids—a counterinsurgency tactic that simply created more enemies by arresting or killing suspected “militants” in the middle of a night—were “effective.”50 He briefly conceded the concern that US forces bursting into Afghan homes might convince people that the Americans were “occupiers, not liberators.” (Many already believed the United States could not be otherwise; even the former US ambassador to Afghanistan and Iraq, Ryan C. Crocker, argued that Washington could only ever be a stranger on foreign soil.)51

But not to worry, Haidari said, new rules that allowed Afghans to lead the night raids would address the problems. Sovereignty had been restored, he claimed, though the United States still conducted these actions. The lack of legal accountability for US crimes in the country since 2001, including torture, could change with the International Criminal Court (ICC) finally announcing in 2014 that US soldiers should be held accountable for their actions. It seemed like a no-brainer, but Washington refused to recognize the ICC’s jurisdiction.52

Occupation apologists like Haidari, willing participants in the Washington-led process, were easy to find in Afghanistan. Without them, the project would have been doomed to failure right from the beginning. Instead, a sham political process had lasted more than a decade—one that had armed and empowered the very warlords whom former US president George W. Bush had labeled “evildoers.”

My next stop was the privately run, not-for-profit American University of Afghanistan, which had opened in 2006 and was housed behind high concrete, anti-blast walls. It was a tranquil space that seemed a million miles away from the chaos that plagued the nation. I had come to speak to an eloquent supporter of Hamid Karzai and hear why, for him, the former president and his worldview had been the only worthwhile game in town. Davood Moradian was educated in Britain, but returned to the capital of his homeland to teach political science at its new university at the urging of Karzai, whom he had met a few years earlier. He had been a senior adviser to the country’s foreign minister and was now the director of the Afghan Institute for Strategic Studies. Our conversation took place on the green grass of the university’s grounds, where men and women mixed freely, though the women all wore hijabs.

Having spent many years in the West, Moradian generally looked favorably on the US presence in his country; in many ways, he was the ideal face for the United States there because he was Afghan, wore modern clothing, and talked positively about the need for ongoing Western assistance. However, Moradian did fault America for not understanding Afghanistan, though he believed it had the “right intentions” in helping the place, and he also blamed Washington for empowering local warlords. He had few bad words to say about Karzai and his rule, dismissing the persistent corruption allegations. (He told me after we finished the interview that it was his “responsibility to not talk down Afghanistan when it’s in need of much help.”)

Moradian was more forthcoming when I asked him about the presence of PMCs and intelligence-gathering companies in the country. He said that when the “profit motive is supreme,” there would inevitably be negative outcomes. He blamed people in Washington for allowing this system to thrive after 9/11, and said the companies that benefited from it should not be operating in Afghanistan. Again, he steadfastly refused to blame Karzai or his relatives for this trend.

I asked Moradian if he could see a future for himself in Afghanistan if the Taliban once again took over. He answered indirectly by saying he believed that the people would “never accept that,” and that “it’s essential Western partners continue to support the country and train and fund its army.” If they did not, he believed, there would be a regional war that engulfed many nations.

Such fears about what would happen to Afghanistan after the United States finally departed remained common among the country’s urban elite, who returned after the fall of the Taliban in 2001 and helped to swell Kabul’s population from 1.2 million to over 5 million within a dozen years. Those who currently lived in relative safety behind high-security walls had the most to lose when the US-backed largesse petered out. Many had second homes in Dubai.53

It was hard to take Moradian’s thin optimism about the country entirely seriously, and I wondered how many Afghans shared his desire to maintain a strong Western presence indefinitely. As recently as October 2012, he had written in Foreign Policy that the “United States and Afghans can still win—together.”54 Win what, exactly? Rejecting true independence seemed to me to be exactly the wrong way to go about weaning a humiliated nation off the Western teat. Such dependence had lasted for over a decade on hundreds of millions of dollars that had been packed into suitcases and shopping bags and given to the Karzai government by the CIA. Money bought influence, and corruption deepened.55 President Ashraf Ghani pledged in late 2014 to fight corruption so long as the West continued financial and military support. He acknowledged in 2015 that “America’s aid will not help our economy and infrastructure,” and conceded the need for domestic industries.

Washington made backing its war increasingly impossible. In 2015, after years of detailing how US taxpayers’ dollars had been spent in the country—at least $65 billion on the army and police alone—the Obama administration declared this information “classified,” refusing even to explain the cost of teaching Afghan forces how to read and write. Security was the spuriously cited reason, though the decision was reversed after a public outcry.56

I did, however, agree wholeheartedly with Moradian’s thinking on private security, which he compared to a leech that fed on war, “the dark side of globalization.” During my visit, I heard the raw anger of locals who had experienced the deadly reality of privatized security.

On one such occasion, I was sitting among colorful cushions in a quiet room above a central Kabul restaurant, chatting to two Afghan men in their thirties, both of whom were from Wardak province. They told stories of Afghan security thugs causing mayhem in their areas, in the past and today.57

Habib-Ur-Rahman was a journalist with a long beard who wore traditional garb: a light-blue salwar kameez. Fahim, an unemployed engineer, also had a long beard and wore an army-green waistcoat. The men explained that before moving to Kabul they had both faced threats, not just from the Taliban and US forces—night raids were common, with innocent men from their villages often killed, or captured and held for months without charge before being released—but also from private security companies. The job of PMCs, Fahim told me, was to guard the convoys, but they regularly established so-called security perimeters around the army personnel and, in the process, often engaged in firefights with the Taliban. He said that innocent civilians were regularly caught in the crossfire. Watan Risk Management, a company prominent in this line of work, seemed to be particularly notorious.58

Fahim said that his cousin, a shopkeeper, had been shot dead by a private security guard a few years ago for no other reason than being in the wrong place at the wrong time. The PMC that employed the guard admitted fault and offered $20,000 in compensation, but Fahim said the family was still waiting for the money and the dead man’s wife and children were now struggling financially despite family assistance. He said that such killings by PMCs were routine across the country, inflaming the resistance to the foreign occupation forces that used them. Journalist Anand Gopal cites in his book No Good Men Among the Living that in 2013 there were 60,000 to 80,000 armed private security employees, the vast bulk of whom worked for Afghan warlords. There were also tens of thousands of private militiamen employed by the Afghan government. A 2015 Human Rights Watch report cited Western-backed Afghan officials killing, abducting, and raping across the country.

As tea was brought in, followed by a large bowl of meat and a plate of bread, tomato, onion, and cucumber, Fahim and Habib-Ur-Rahman continued to speak lucidly about their country’s situation, without resorting to hyperbole. Fahim reiterated his view that PMCs had “only brought misery and violence.” It was also clear that the fact that men in the Afghan army were getting paid much less than private military company men had increased the resentment.

Neither man had ever believed Karzai when he pledged to completely disband the companies, asserting that they were controlled by “powerful” people close to the government. “They have too much to lose if the companies shut down,” Habib-Ur-Rahman told me. But Fahim also believed that PMCs, whose employees “never face justice for killing and maiming civilians, will become unnecessary from 2014 because there [will] no longer be any convoys to protect; the US will have left.” This never happened. Tellingly, he then said he was not overly concerned about the withdrawal of Western troops, because the Taliban, who he expected to take over, would “hopefully bring some stability and peace to the country, as happened before the 2001 invasion.”

This last view is one that may not be shared by many women in Afghanistan. The country’s female population endured many severe restrictions under Taliban rule.59 Change had been slow in coming since the US-led invasion. There had been improvements for women, particularly in some areas of Kabul. While being driven around the city, I saw shops selling all forms of women’s clothing, including Western-style garments, and girls in white hijabs, rather than burqas, walking to school. But, as has regularly been detailed by Human Rights Watch, the vast majority of the country’s women remains mired in repression when it comes to education, birth control, freedom of movement, and justice.60

I had an opportunity to raise some of these issues when I visited a suburb of Kabul that was crowded with Soviet-style concrete apartment blocks. The buildings were enlivened by few colors, except for washing hanging from the windows and children playing around their entrances. I imagined the soulless structures had remained largely unchanged in the decades since the Russians had built them. I knocked on the graffiti-daubed door of one apartment, and a woman dressed in a black hijab answered.

Afghan MP Saima Khogyani, who hailed from Nangarhar province, welcomed me, and I took off my shoes to enter the apartment, which had no security. The hallway floor was concrete, and cold under my feet. I was led into a small living room, which had green couches and a few photos of children on the peeling walls. It was dank and lit by a solitary light on the ceiling. There were two other women there who remained mostly silent during the conversation that followed.

Khogyani did not support the ongoing presence of foreign troops in Afghanistan, though she worried about what would happen when the bulk of them left.61 She was pragmatic about the PMCs, telling me that they provided jobs for many Afghan men, and that this in turn helped the men’s wives, daughters, and sisters. She knew about the human rights abuses that the firms committed, but stressed that “in a poor country such as Afghanistan, employment opportunities are vital.”

Khogyani’s pragmatism ran deep. She had to be very cautious about what she said because making a comment that could be interpreted as criticism of PMCs or their warlord or political backers might get her killed. It was as simple as that.

On the issue of what confronts Afghanistan’s women, Khogyani said that Afghan men tended to see women as needing to be protected and respected. “They react if women are mistreated or disrespected,” she said. But she was not afraid to explain the reality of life for a woman, even one who was an MP: “Being a woman in Afghanistan is tough. I’m often unable to speak in the parliament because I’m a woman … [I’m] not given appropriate protection because I’m a woman. I fear for the future of the country because I’m a woman.” At the end of Karzai’s term in 2014, Khogyani said that one of his “greatest legacies” was to allow women to speak in public. “We are here, and we can say whatever we want, and we can say it to him. Whether he does what we ask is something else, but he listens.”

Our talk shifted to the development of the country’s mining industry, in which Khogyani was involved. She had been invited by Canberra to visit Australia, where she expected to see how “you’ve well managed the mineral wealth.”62 I asked Khogyani if she was aware of the exploitation of resources in other poor countries (I was thinking of Papua New Guinea and Haiti) by multinationals and corrupt officials who were uninterested in planning for long-term sustainability. She responded that the contracts that had so far been signed in Afghanistan protected its resources, and that local people would reap the benefits.

Afghanistan had massive untapped mineral reserves. The investor website Money Morning (“Only the news you can profit from”) blurted this out in 2011: “Think of Australia, Canada and Latin America. They pale in comparison to the goldmine Afghanistan could be sitting on.”63 The US Geological Society confirmed this wealth prediction by mapping the country’s minerals in 2010—the state had trillions of dollars’ worth of natural resources—and since then the scramble to claim them had been well underway. The countless foreign companies that had so far struggled to secure mineral-rich areas welcomed new laws, approved by the Afghan Cabinet in 2013, to assist them in doing so.

Other states had joined the feeding frenzy. China had already invested heavily in Afghan mines, while Iran was also spending big in the country, seeking influence through aid projects.64 Britain announced funding of £10 million to support the Afghan Ministry of Mines when Prime Minister David Cameron hosted UK investors and mining contractors in March 2013. Many individuals had their eyes on the future, too. In 2012, a former US ambassador to Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, joined the board of Tethys Petroleum, a company dedicated to oil and gas exploitation in Central Asia.

Few Western politicians were urging any caution in this environment, but one who did was Australian Greens Senator Lee Rhiannon, who said in 2012 that the Australian government should not prioritize aid money for “opening up Afghanistan to overseas mining interests.” She added that “Afghanistan has little capacity to negotiate the best deal for local interests.”65 I admired Khogyani’s bravery. In a country that practiced such blatant misogyny, it took guts to stand up publicly and demand better things for all citizens, including women.

That afternoon I met Maryam Koofi, another female MP, from Takhar province. Her home office had security cameras and armed guards. During our interview, her three mobile phones rang constantly—she said that constituents from her district always needed advice and assistance. There was an unsuccessful attempt on her life in Kabul in 2014. Koofi consolidated what I learned from Khogyani. Like her fellow MP, she was not overly critical of PMCs, citing the positive factor of Afghan men getting employment and supporting their families financially. She also acknowledged her hesitation in saying too much publicly about the companies, especially the ones connected to powerful families, because if she did, she would suffer even more threats than usual. “I face severe threats as a female MP,” Koofi told me, “but I try to do good in my province to rehabilitate former Taliban fighters [helping them find] peaceful ways to earn a living and turn away from the gun.”

After the interview, she showed me the day’s issue of the local paper. Her photo accompanied an article that said she was one of the most influential women in the country, which brought the threats against her into sharp relief.

In Kabul, a large hydrogen balloon sat idly inside a compound, a gift from the United States to the Afghan government, to monitor insurgent activity. It was often seen hovering in the sky above the city and had reportedly been very helpful in catching militants after an attack—an eye in the sky. But in terms of outsourcing in this country, nothing was off-limits. Even intelligence gathering had been privatized.

“They either make it up or exaggerate threats because they don’t have reliable intel themselves, and tell clients everywhere is dangerous and they should stay secure in a compound”—so said the head of a private intelligence company in Kabul, explaining how most of his competitors serviced their foreign clients, by lying.66

Clive, not his real name, who requested anonymity, was Swedish and in his mid-thirties, with closely cropped hair, and we were talking in a Kabul café. His organization described itself as an “information management consultancy” that provided “ground truth” to enable companies to “operate effectively” in Afghanistan. The group was just one of many such businesses that had sprung up in the country in the last decade, offering the kind of information that the military supposedly could not access itself and had to pay a corporation to source.

Clive was deliberate in his use of the word “information.” He said his organization did not gather “intelligence,” arguing that that word had been abused and misunderstood over the last decade. He said intelligence had come to mean information that was used for military purposes, something his company, to the best of his knowledge, had never sourced. His major clients were actually Kabul-based embassies and foreign companies that wanted up-to-date, reliable information about the country’s various provinces, and how volatile they were at any given time. “They’re naturally risk-averse,” Clive told me, “and have never ignored our advice and visited an area, as they need to get permission from [their] superiors back home, though I was once asked to rewrite a few lines [of advice] for a client … [who] said he simply had to visit an area, and his superiors relied on my advice.”

The company employed a handful of expats to analyze the rough information sent in by twenty Afghan contacts around the country. I asked if there was a risk that these Afghans would send false information as payback against local enemies; this had happened to the Americans, who were regularly given untruthful intelligence that then lead to night raids or the bombing of innocent civilians, all because a tribal elder or another aggrieved individual wanted to use the US military to settle a score. “It’s possible,” Clive said, “but I don’t think [it happens] very often.” He admitted, however, that the vast majority of the information his company received was not independently verified. I said the work sounded mundane, but Clive said it did not simply involve reading local publications and sending reports to information-hungry clients in faraway places. Rather, he said, it entailed discovering the lay of the land in various provinces, daily if need be.

Clive argued that such work was increasingly being done by private companies rather than government agencies because “today’s wars aren’t between two equal sides. Armies don’t fight like they used to.” He said it constantly struck him how clueless the US and other Western forces were when it came to understanding local cultures, something he put down to the excessive time such personnel spent in a “military-enforced bubble … barely speaking to locals. An insurgency is complex and doesn’t allow simplistic explanations of good versus evil.”

This cluelessness was evident in how Western forces did not seem to understand why resistance to the Afghanistan occupation was deepening, and how they enhanced their ignorance by paying millions of dollars to corporations to tell them why they were hated. Washington’s counterinsurgency strategy involved trying to understand Afghan lives, hence General David Petraeus’s directive to soldiers in 2010 to “spend time” with locals, to “listen, consult, and drink lots of tea,” and the development of approaches like the Human Terrain System that wielded anthropology and sociology to try to understand the local population better.67 The director of the counterinsurgency center in Kabul wrote in an email in late 2011 that he hoped to teach his students about “tribal/village structure” and “what to do to establish mutually respectful relationships.” But this was a futile plan, because it presumed that the US could bomb people and romance them at the same time. It was why the ubiquitous David Kilcullen, an Australian counter-insurgency figure who worked with Petraeus on these strategies, should never be taken seriously after being the public face of a failed strategy tried in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere.

I gained access to some of the intelligence gathered to this end by the US consultancy firm AECOM, which was hired by NATO in 2011 to spy on mosques, universities, and the general community throughout Afghanistan.68 The company’s reports were delivered as spreadsheets with columns titled “Atmospheric Value,” “District,” and “Province,” and they mostly comprised uninteresting conversations between people who were complaining about the Taliban or foreign forces, or corruption in the Kabul government. Take this entry, from March 12, 2012:


ASC-504 overheard a conversation between two Uzbek males between the ages of 40–45 at market in the city of Shibirghan:

One man said, “The other day I was riding on a bus when it became very windy. It seemed as if it was raining dust. People were saying that this could be a sign [of] God’s wrath. This is happening to us because the Americans have burned the Quran, but we are calmly sitting idle. We should be rising up against the Americans for what they have done. We are being punished for doing nothing.”

The other resident stated, “I do not know, but it might be possible.”



And, from March 16, 2012:


ASC ATE10-003 overheard a 50-year-old Hazara male and a 65-year-old Tajik male in Kandahar province:

The 50-year-old said, “If ISAF continues making mistakes, I promise you that the Afghan people will no longer accept apologies. Every other week, they kill innocent people and insult our religion. I want the entire Afghan community to be united …”

The 65-year-old said, “I believe the Americans are becoming like the Soviets. The Americans killed thousands of innocent people in Iraq and now they are doing the same thing in Afghanistan. They are killing innocent people so they can get revenge for their military personnel that were killed in Afghanistan.”



The problem was that these statements could be enough to prompt elements within the US army to capture and interrogate the people involved, because of a perceived sympathy for the insurgency.69 It was very difficult to make a definitive link between such intelligence and actual NATO actions. But when I met a senior analyst, Carol, at one of Afghanistan’s most respected think-tanks, the Afghanistan Analysts Network, she told me there was ample evidence that Western troops regularly actioned night raids on the barest of suspicions.

Carol said it was now rare for a foreign government not to use privatized intelligence-gathering services. Before 2006, she explained, intelligence had mainly been acquired to meet counter-terrorism objectives. But Washington soon realized that broader knowledge was needed, such as an understanding of the tribal system, or even who was marrying whom in strategic areas. Carol said that the war on terror had resulted in the blending of what she called “peace building” with military tactics: “It’s the militarization of development that leaves space for privatized intelligence to fill the void, because Western donors … are desperate to understand the country.” This was a short-term strategy, which ignored certain realities, such as the fact that many Afghans had ongoing contact with the Taliban. In NATO’s eyes, this was grounds for suspicion, but the Taliban would inevitably be part of any future peace settlement.

Carol told me how she had recently met an Afghan man who had been arrested by US special forces in a night raid: “He never knew why he was arrested and he told of clueless US questioning, suggesting they had no real idea about the area or culture.” Apparently, the Americans had been tracking the man’s mobile phone and had determined that “suspicious people [were] speaking to each other.” Carol said that privatized intelligence simply “adds one more level of confusion.”

I had already heard about how deep this confusion ran when I met an Afghan translator who had recently returned from working with the Americans in Kandahar during night raids. He hated the work and said the United States rarely knew what it was doing. “They only understood force,” he said. He also explained that the intelligence being relied upon was often wrong, and that during the raids he struggled to make sense of the chaos unleashed in Afghan homes when the US soldiers burst in on sleeping men, women, and children.

Carol slammed the presence of US special forces, calling them mere “Taliban hunters.” She argued that “being Taliban or related to Taliban members is not necessarily against the country’s positive future, but [the] US seems to see all Taliban as enemy.” This did not bode well for future peace in Afghanistan. Documents released by former NSA whistle-blower Edward Snowden revealed that NATO killed not just Taliban leaders but countless low-level and mid-level Afghans, as well as drug dealers. Little evidence was needed to kill these individuals. The head of ISAF intelligence in Afghanistan, Michael T. Flynn, explained the mindset: “The only good Talib is a dead Talib.”70

Another consequence of intelligence privatization was that local security entrepreneurs had become the new Afghan elite—the inevitable rise of locals out to exploit the naivety of the country’s occupiers. A small class of Afghan entrepreneurs grew, often flaunting their wealth in cars and houses, and making a fortune through American contracts, patronage, influence, and corruption.71 Carol said this exemplified profiteering that she had noticed since first arriving in the country. “If you have a contract with the US as a local, you create [an] imbalance between haves and have-nots,” she says. It was the same economic disparity I had witnessed in Papua New Guinea and Haiti.

Disaster capitalism had also thrived in Afghanistan’s neighbor, Pakistan, where I traveled to the capital, Islamabad, as well as to Peshawar and Karachi. Here, too, the private security and intelligence business had expanded dramatically since 9/11, with violent internal conflict feeding the PMC beast. This was aided by the now familiar crossover between the government, military establishments, and the profiteers—a leading journalist in Karachi passed me a list of sixty-two former senior figures in the Pakistan army who now worked for PMCs but maintained close ties with their old colleagues.

The civilian government did not control Pakistan. Rather, it was the country’s national security organization, Inter-Services Intelligence, which had the power and wielded it ruthlessly, including backing militancy and terrorism while claiming to be a US ally. A leading Pakistani journalist with close ties to the country’s military took me to the suburb of Sohrab Goth, on the outskirts of Karachi. There, I saw the run-down concrete apartment blocks sitting far back from the road in swirls of dust, where many key al-Qaeda and Taliban members had lived since 9/11, with the protection of the state and the support of local sympathizers.

I had never been to a country where the state itself was so often absent, incompetent, or criminal. Nor had I ever been to one where conspiracy theories were so rampant. The daily newspapers were filled with wild accusations. During my visit, a columnist for the Nation wrote that there were “15,000 [US] marines in the capital,” although it was a fact that no one I spoke to took seriously.72 Sometimes, however, vague suspicions had some foundation. In 2011, Raymond Davis, a former US soldier, killed two Pakistani men in Lahore while working for a PMC, assisting the CIA in tracking militants. Despite calls for him to face justice in Pakistan, he was flown back to protection in America.73

PMCs had been able to grow in Pakistan because they were barely regulated. “Private security companies operate under ‘law of the jungle,’” boomed a headline in the Express Tribune, alleging that at least 500 PMCs were at work in Pakistan74—it had also been estimated that there were up to 300,000 private security personnel there.75 The security companies themselves, however, had a very different view of their existence in the region.

In Islamabad, I met a senior manager of the multinational security firm G4S (the company was bought out in late 2012 by Pakistani company Security and Management Services, though the influence of its former owners remained), Muhammad Alamgir Khan, who had once worked for the Pakistani air force. He told me that the company guarded the offices of the National Bank of Pakistan, UN agencies, Motorola, BP Pakistan, Chevron, Caltex, and the US embassy. He then explained the importance of PMCs in Pakistan: “If direct foreign investment doesn’t come to Pakistan, the economy fails. Private security helps protect these investments.” Later, in Karachi, in the office of another G4S head, where I was surrounded by photos of him standing alongside famous figures such as former president Pervez Musharraf, I was told that the company’s work was a “natural fit” in modern Pakistan, “protecting NGOs and the UN.”

I also visited Peshawar, an edgy, dusty town near the Afghan border that had seen countless bombings and other violence in recent years. In the late 1980s, this place had been heaving with foreign contractors who were involved in the war against the Soviets in Afghanistan—the American Club was a favorite hangout of journalists, spies, and mercenaries—but today there were few non-Afghans here.76 All the women wore burqas, while all the men had long, bushy beards. I wore a salwar kameez, like a traditional Pashtun man, and blended in with the locals. I was advised not to spend much time walking the town’s streets, due to the risk of kidnapping or assault—though sitting in a car in grid-locked traffic, where there was the possibility of a suicide attack, did not exactly calm my nerves.

In Peshawar I met a senior manager in the provincial government, Mohammed, who told me about the relationships between the US military, USAID, and private companies.77 He said that corporations had mapped local communities in the Federally Administrated Tribal Areas, and this information was used by the US army in planning action against suspected militants. “Villagers are asked personal questions about their children,” he explained, “including ID numbers, families, and how many people sleep in the house. There are local Pakistanis employed by contractors to do the interviews, due to language fluency, but locals aren’t told where the information may go or for what it may be used.” Mohammed gave the example of the consultancy firm Gulf Associates, which had surveyed the citizens of Peshawar on “water supply and drainage.” Every household was asked questions about their family size and “told they needed to provide these details to get water.”

Unfortunately, the focus of such community mapping appeared to be military dominance, with civilians being an afterthought. Certainly the residents I spoke to believed this mapping was not being done to help them, but rather to pressure the Pakistani military to crack down on militants who operated against Western interests there and in Afghanistan.

I also visited the sprawling compound of the Khyber News Bureau, a local media company, whose journalists confirmed my suspicion that military and humanitarian work were all too often fused in the post-9/11 world. The journalists told me that foreign NGOs, especially American organizations, often acted as fronts for Washington’s ever-deepening spying activities. The bureau’s compound had allegedly once been used by Blackwater as a base for its mercenaries. Blackwater had gathered intelligence that had fed directly into the US military drone program. The firm has worked for the CIA, JSOC (America’s leading counter-terrorism force), and the Pakistani state.78

Everyone I spoke to said they felt as if their country was occupied by outside forces.

One of my aims in Afghanistan was to understand the thinking of the private security contractors who worked there—to know what made someone join a company that was literally in the firing line.

Soon after I arrived in Kabul, I went to one of the city’s few quasi-legal drinking holes, the Gandamack (shut down in 2014). It was an airless bar whose walls were covered with images of the British Empire, such as ships sailing off on the high seas to liberate natives. It was full of Americans, Asians, Russians, and South Africans drinking to The Doors’ “The End” and Tone Loc’s “Funky Cold Medina.” Cigarette smoke swirled in the air.

I talked to three South African men in their fifties who had all been in Afghanistan for about seven years, assisting the US forces with logistics and security. One of them wore a bomber jacket, on the back of which was inscribed: “Operation Iraqi Freedom,” along with countless world flags arranged in a circle. The most talkative of the trio, Peter, said, “I’m only here for the money, and it’s big.” He added that the security situation had only worsened since he had first arrived, when things were already wild.79 The other men agreed.

There was no desire among the group to return to South Africa. Peter said he imagined that before most Western forces left, he would depart himself, going “somewhere else like here, maybe Sudan.” They would follow the money.

On another night, I found myself entering a seedy Afghan bar, at the entrance to which a security man demanded that all patrons remove their knives and guns and place them in lockers. Inside, I was surrounded by muscle-bound men in tight T-shirts, their bare arms often covered in tattoos; the few women in the crowd seemed to revel in their attention. Some of the men later told me they were on steroids, and I was reminded of a comment made by a human rights advocate in Kabul, that if you go to a party in the city, “a quarter of the men will have no necks.”

I met Josh, a large, gentle, tattooed man in his late twenties, from Townsville, Australia. He had previously been in the Australian army in Iraq, but had now been in Afghanistan for six months. “It’s for the money,” he said in a matter-of-fact way, confirming a now-familiar trend.

Australian contractors played a significant role in Afghanistan’s privatization boom, as they did in Iraq; but the experience was not always a happy one.80 At least a dozen Australian contractors had been killed there over the past decade, though their names were rarely recorded.81 Former Australian soldier Robert Langdon, whom I unsuccessfully tried to visit in the notorious Policharki prison, had been found guilty of killing an Afghan colleague in 2008 while working for the PMC Four Horseman International, and was serving a twenty-year sentence, escaping the death penalty.82

After talking to Josh, I had a lengthy conversation with Greg, a former British soldier in his thirties who now worked for a PMC. It was a friendly chat, although we disagreed about most things (“You’re a liberal,” he said). He fought in Iraq in 2003, and while he did not question the rationale for the war at the time, he now referred to former British prime minister Tony Blair as “a cunt,” because of the lies he had told over weapons of mass destruction. Today, he coordinated security at US bases around Afghanistan.

Greg was honest. “We’re looking for the new war,” he said, referring to what PMCs were doing as the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan wound down for the West. But, he added, “we aren’t baby killers”—apparently assuming I thought PMCs were filled with reckless men on a collective adrenaline rush. He explained that companies such as Academi had previously hired former soldiers who “only knew how to kill,” and that that was where the PMC reputation for firing first and asking questions later came from. Today, Greg said, the system was far more regulated, and the hiring practices in PMCs much tighter. The “rogue elements” were now largely absent, he claimed.

“I’m only doing this for the money,” Greg said, adding that he dismissed the mental health concerns associated with the work.83 He had a wife and three kids back in Ireland, and spent nine weeks in Afghanistan then three weeks back home. “My wife knew what she was getting into when we married. I’m from a military family. I was sent to boarding school at eleven,” he said. Greg imagined doing this work for as long as he physically could: “I would never earn this kind of money back in Ireland.”

The bar became increasingly rowdy as the night progressed. The handful of women, some wearing sleeveless dresses—impossible outside this smoke-filled room—danced with men of various ages to bad techno. Burly men started pushing each other around, and heated words were exchanged—the typical drunken antics of people who had little opportunity to socialize.84

This fantasy world started unraveling in 2014, with many drinking establishments shut down over security concerns, foreigners leaving, aid reducing, and the economic bubble bursting. Afghan companies had become too reliant on international support and now struggled to survive. “It’s an artificial economy,” said Khan Afzal Hadawal, the first deputy governor of the country’s central bank, Da Afghanistan Bank, to the Wall Street Journal in 2014.85 This was one of the US legacies here—a short boom that enriched a few in Afghanistan but left the majority of the population poor and enraged.

Pakistan and Afghanistan were not truly independent nations before September 11, 2001, but since the attacks on New York and Washington they were pushed even further from sovereignty, and transformed into entities that sustained corporations overseas.

The bulk of Western forces in Afghanistan left in 2014.86 But the country’s financial situation would be perilous without ongoing international support, not least because PMCs employed over 100,000 people in 2011, the majority of them Afghan. A December 2014 conference in London, attended by Afghan president Ashraf Ghani, UK prime minister David Cameron, and US secretary of state John Kerry, pledged not to walk away from the nation in its “transformation decade.” Afghanistan was broke, and without foreign aid it would collapse. It was a fake state.

John Sopko, special inspector general for Afghanistan reconstruction, outlined the challenges in a 2014 speech in Washington. After reminding his audience that US investment in the nation was “more money than we’ve spent on construction for any one country in our nation’s entire history”—over $104 billion—he announced that there was still around $16 billion unspent “in the pipeline.”87

The departure of foreign troops would leave a huge vacuum that would have to be filled by Afghan politicians and other power-brokers determined to rely mainly on their own people rather than on incoming aid. In 2010, Afghanistan received around $15.7 billion in “development” support, about equal to the state’s gross domestic product. This would inevitably decrease as Western forces withdrew.88 The International Monetary Fund warned that Afghanistan faced a $7.7 billion annual shortfall until 2018. The tragic irony of the failed Western project in the country was that foreign nations had spent years propping up a corrupt government, leaving Kabul unable to survive if this tap was switched off.89

The sheer scale of the foreign troop presence, and its equipment, in Afghanistan was overwhelming. NATO estimated that removing all ISAF equipment by the end of 2014 would require a shipping container to leave the country every seven minutes.90 But the war economy would not end. Instead, as NATO tried but failed to achieve in Iraq, a mentoring and training program for Afghan forces would continue. The occupation was rebranded with a kinder face, but the hated counterinsurgency battle, which often targeted civilians, was ongoing.91 Still, Afghan forces, after receiving US mentoring despite committing abuses indulged or ignored by the Americans, would be largely on their own. By 2015, the Taliban, far more fractured than its 1990s incarnation, had become in many districts far less ideological. Negotiating with one central leader was no longer possible.

A different future for Afghanistan must be forged—one in which aid is not coupled to sovereignty. Trophy projects must be abandoned, and the will of the Afghan people respected.92 The building of civil and political institutions, without foreign for-profit corporations being intimately involved in the process, is vital. After more than three decades of conflict, the population deserves freedom from outside intervention. The West was not, as it has claimed, Afghanistan’s savior or its liberating force. We created chaos, and the Afghan people now need support, time, and space to recover from the resulting turmoil.





2

Greece: “We are just numbers,
not human lives”


Greeks are stupid. They put barbed wire on their sun.

Algerian refugee housed in Corinth detention center, 2013



I was traveling with a blind Afghan refugee, Chaman. It was a searingly hot day when we arrived in the Greek city of Corinth by train from Athens. The detention center was near the station, and as we talked on a quiet Sunday afternoon along empty streets I couldn’t help but think how unusual we must have looked—an Australian journalist holding and guiding the arm of a young, talkative man with aviator sunglasses. It was an industrial town with countless businesses competing to survive grim economic times. We passed an electrical power station and walked the short distance to the facility imprisoning refugees.

Chaman had the names of some detainees. We hoped to visit them and understand their plight. We arrived outside the facility with bags of tea and sugar—a gift (or bribe, depending on your point of view) that Chaman knew was required to sweeten the Greek guards who could allow us access. A number of Bengali, Tamil, and Pakistani men were hovering around the main entrance, and they also had bags of food and drink for both the guards and detainees.

Securing formal permission to visit Greek detention centers had proved impossible. A few months before I arrived, I applied through official channels and received a polite but firm rejection; journalists were rarely, if ever, accepted. I wanted to hear the stories of those imprisoned at a time when a wave of racist violence continued against new arrivals.

Chaman and I entered the facility just after visiting hours began, at 4 p.m., and were asked by the guards to hand over our identification. I offered my Australian driver’s license and Chaman showed his Greek identity card. The guards were curious as to why an Australian was there. I explained I was visiting my Afghan friend Mohammadi as one of the police said, in halting English, that he had once visited Melbourne.

Apart from demanding some ID, the police asked us no questions and did not check our bags or ask how I knew Mohammadi. Despite being told by every NGO and reporter that it was difficult to gain access to detention facilites (the inside of the center itself—the rooms where men slept, ate, and showered—was inaccessible), I was surprised how relatively straightforward it was once we arrived.

I saw high fences in the distance topped with barbed wire and buildings painted in white. A police van arrived and a few guards appeared, dressed all in blue, each with a gun holstered by his side. They enquired with us in Greek where the detainees we wanted to visit were located—in which part of the camp. Chaman had called before we arrived to ask one of the men the number of the compound. All the visitors piled into a sweltering van and were driven 200 meters through a series of high fences, opened for us one at a time. I saw a number of detainees gathering behind one of the fences. Most men were clad in white T-shirts and pants, though some were also in shorts and shirts.

The van came to a halt, and the guards put on gloves. We stepped out of the vehicle and walked the short distance to stand in front of a high fence with barbed wire at the top. A number of police surrounded us, watching our every move, asking again what was inside the plastic bags—just tea and sugar; they continually directed the refugees to stand back from the fence so that we could not pass them anything. I was holding Chaman’s hand so he knew where to stand.

The detainees were all desperate to speak to us. They were all Afghan men under thirty, mostly from the Hazara ethnic group, though I saw a few older men with gray beards standing behind the others. The police had picked them all up in Athens, after they had lived free in the community for different periods of time. Some told me that they had been inside detention centers for more than eighteen months—the maximum time allowed, until the law changed in 2014, that the Greek state could indefinitely detain a refugee. Some had been detained for more than two years.

The Greek Council for Refugees argued that this new directive was in breach of Greek, European, and international law.1 In such a toxic political climate, it was left to this group to manage the huge load on the Greek system. Spokesperson Elina Sarantou was angry about her country’s attitude towards refugees. The European Refugee Fund, as well as national and international foundations, supported her group. With around sixty staff and little public trust in NGOs after some high-profile scandals, its profile was small and funds were limited. As a consequence, the council was overwhelmed by the demand. It had only twelve lawyers and twelve social workers in a country that needed thousands more—they saw over 8,000 refugees annually. “We are running programs of legal support for victims of racist violence, by police, far-right thugs, and others,” Sarantou said, “though 80 percent of these victims don’t have legal papers so are scared of taking the cases to court.”

The sheer number of asylum seekers arriving on Greek shores has given Greece an opportunity to use both its head and its heart. Sarantou explained how the government started an Asylum Service in 2013—a small and positive step towards addressing the abuses in arbitrary detention. The UNHCR praised the move. Despite this, she said, police still saw asylum seekers as “clandestines”; the police still had an “Aliens Department.” The service was mostly funded by the UN and remained in need of more backing. The EU’s border management agency, Frontex—condemned by Human Rights Watch in 2011 for “exposing migrants to inhuman and degrading conditions”2—said that eight out of ten refugees coming to Europe were entering through Greece.

The Greek infrastructure of control for asylum seekers included a first-reception center in Evros, on the land border with Turkey, which was funded by the UNHCR and the EU. It had a maximum stay of twenty-five days, and claims were assessed in that time if possible. “It’s a decent place,” Sarantou said, “though still like a prison, and you can’t leave. We oppose these facilities, as there are few rights. The state has laws that put Greeks first for employment and asylum seekers last. They should provide protection for those in need—especially minors, single-parent families, and those with health and psychological problems.”

Instead, Athens announced in 2012 that it had opened thirty new camps for immigrants on disused army sites. With countless refugees living in squalor in and around Athens—I saw many sleeping rough and in need of a good meal and a wash—it was unsurprising that the government announced the decision as a response to rising levels of violent crime. With unemployment soaring and the youth jobless rate reaching well above 50 percent, the state reacted according to a tradition of impulsiveness, lacking any long-term plan.

“Hundreds of thousands of people are wandering aimlessly through the streets,” said the former citizens’ protection minister, Michalis Chrysohoidis, “being forced to break the law, being exploited by criminal networks and deterring legitimate immigrants from staying in the country.” Authorities announced that migrants would be moved into shabby “closed hospitality centers,” to keep them off the streets and out of sight of angry Greek voters.3 In mid 2014, Global Detention Project released a comprehensive list of Greek facilities that itemized over thirty central and remote locations that were mostly staffed by police—a group with a long history in Greece of assaulting refugees.4

It was a strange and sad experience, standing on one side of the Corinth fence, under the glaring sun, unable to get inside the center, and exchanging halting words with caged men. Everyone wanted to talk to us—to share their stories, explain their pain, and protest their detention. “We are suffering in here,” they said. A mass hunger strike by detainees occurred in June 2014 to protest a new ministerial order allowing indefinite detention, unofficially supported by harsh European Union directives.5 The facility was hit with riots in 2013. A statement released by the migrants read in part: “With the systematic and open-ended detention, the Greek government is massacring us. They are wasting our lives and killing our dreams and hopes inside the prisons. All of that while none of us has committed a crime.”6

Chaman translated for me. None of the men wanted to return to Afghanistan because they feared persecution or worse. They all hated Greece for the way it treated refugees. They wished to get to Germany, or other European nations with better conditions. One man showed me a bullet lodged in his foot since he had been shot by guards while trying to escape. He had asked for surgery to remove it but was refused. All the men stated that the police regularly beat them, and that conditions inside were awful. The European Court of Human Rights had condemned conditions inside Greek detention centers eleven times, as had many Greek courts when considering excessive periods of detention. The UN opposed extended periods of administrative detention as “standard practice aimed at discouraging irregular entry or stay in the country.”7

After one minute, the guards wanted us to leave. We refused and said we needed more time. I passed the tea and sugar to the detainees, and after ten minutes we were directed to leave. The fence was firmly shut. The smell of sweat hung in the air from men cooped up in the searing heat. Chaman told me that he felt obliged to help his fellow Afghans and visit them in detention, taking them to lawyers and doctors in Athens when they were released. “It’s part of my mission,” he said.

Afghan refugees like Chaman experienced anxiety every day. During our time together, he offered countless anecdotes detailing the practical effects of extreme austerity on his life. This was not just economic harshness, but a culture that tolerated and celebrated exclusion. His own story was a helpful reminder of why Greece made a fundamental mistake by shunning and imprisoning such people out of fear and political expediency. He was willing to be a productive member of society, but felt jaded and skeptical.

Chaman was twenty-four. His family had moved to Iran from Afghanistan, where he was born, when he was six, because the Taliban threatened his Hazara father. Near Tehran, Chaman said that life as a child was fine, not too tough; it was only when he became a teenager that he started getting into trouble. When he was sixteen he asked his local imam at the mosque about the supremacy of Islam and questioned its infallibility. He was sent to prison for fourteen days, interrogated about his views, and asked where he was getting such “insulting” perspectives. Why didn’t he support the chants of “Death to America!” and “Death to Israel!”? Soon enough, he was imprisoned again, for one month, and again asked to explain why he had such controversial views on Islam, as authorities feared he might inspire other citizens to challenge the state.

Chaman had only had four years of schooling, and at sixteen he started working for no pay with a mechanic in order to learn new skills. He was soon very proficient and started his own business, at his family home, repairing motorbikes. But within a few years his eyesight started to fail. He went to doctors and the hospital, and he was diagnosed with cataracts. Subsequent surgery was botched, rendering his sight even worse. By his late teens, he could barely see anything at all.

Life became increasingly difficult for him in Iran. With the aid of a people-smuggler and borrowed money, he made the journey to Europe, leaving his parents and four siblings behind. He arrived in Greece and entered the community, but he was soon taken by police into detention. He escaped and applied for asylum, claiming that his life would be in danger if he lived in Afghanistan or Iran as a Hazara man.

One of his brothers, also in Greece seeking asylum, had his case rejected by the Greek authorities and was sent back to Afghanistan—a country he did not know. He had disappeared, and his family had no idea where he was or what had happened to him. “I lie awake at night worrying about him,” Chaman told me.

Today, Chaman lived in a small apartment with other Afghan men. His room, shared with another Hazara man, had one mattress on the floor and a bed in the corner. It was a cozy place, barely furnished, and the living room had a TV tuned to BBC Persian. One night when I visited, he played on his homemade guitar, constructed from a hard hat and a long piece of wood and strings. It was one way for him to achieve brief inner peace.

He told me that he disliked being in Greece. He would have preferred Germany or England, because in Greece they treated refugees with callous disregard. Hundreds of Syrian refugees protested in central Syntagma Square in late 2014, demanding permission to leave for other European states. He had been employed as a translator, as he spoke English, Dari, Greek, Farsi, and other languages. His English was excellent because he had worked as a guide to American Christian missionaries who had passed through Greece. He was kind and funny, vehemently opposed to Islam (“My country, Afghanistan, would be much safer if everybody had no religion anymore”). He enjoyed his atheism and feared what would happen when his temporary Greek identity papers expired at the end of 2015. He said he hoped to extend his visa, but it was impossible to know if that would happen. He lived with uncertainty.

Chaman said that attacks on him and his Afghan friends by neo-Nazi Golden Dawn had been worse a few years ago, when the group’s leadership was free and its minions roamed beyond political or police persecution. In 2012 countless immigrants were stabbed, beaten up, and killed by far-right hoodlums. Then Golden Dawn candidate Ilias Panagiotaros said: “If Golden Dawn gets into parliament, we will carry out raids on hospitals and kindergartens, and we will throw immigrants and their children out in the streets so Greeks can take their place.”

Locals told me that Golden Dawn’s power on the streets had reduced, and it less frequently used violence as a weapon. Instead, it had gained political power—perhaps even more dangerous. In the 2015 election, the party reinforced its position as the third-largest in the Greek parliament. It was no longer a minor irritant—a sizable minority of the population responded to the party’s fascist agenda.

Human Rights Watch had issued countless reports and statements despairing at the lack of official accountability when racially motivated violence occurred in Greece.8 The lack of legal or political enforcement of already weak laws left migrants and the vulnerable with no faith that police would pursue attackers. Chaman recounted a story of corrupt and racist police illegally imprisoning him for hours and warning him to stay away from certain Athens suburbs. It was bullying sanctioned by official silence.

Chaman told me of the constant fear that many asylum seekers felt in Greece. As authorities steadily escalated their brutality against them, many lived in a state of limbo and constant stress, unsure when they would be arrested by the police and thrown into a detention center.

The political climate that enabled and demanded brutal action against outsiders was principally the result of a massive debt crisis and elite corruption. Both had built up over decades, with successive conservative governments unwilling to end unofficial oligarchic control of the state. The largest shipping, construction, energy, and football companies paid little tax. The 2008 global financial crisis pushed the nation over the edge. A troika consisting of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Commission, and European Central Bank demanded extreme austerity through massive, unsustainable loans against the Greek population, in a failed attempt to resolve the financial crisis. Mass privatization was pursued, and the economy shrunk by a quarter. Public servants were fired in large numbers. In 2010, the troika falsely predicted that austerity would have little effect on employment and growth. There was an entrenched belief that Greece needed to be punished for excessively high spending.

The results were catastrophic and led to extreme social unrest, poverty, drug use, and prostitution. Popular frustration was taken out on the most marginalized group in society: refugees. It was not only immigrants who experienced the wrath of extreme austerity, but an entire population on whom the failed EU-designed experiment was attempted. Almost every socioeconomic group in Greece suffered—one of the few issues on which the far left and far right agreed. Corporate and privatized solutions became the only medicine that the troika would prescribe, revealing the paucity of vision within the European bureaucracy.

The Greek state found the perfect excuse to appease far-right concerns, and Golden Dawn success, by cracking down on undocumented immigration rather than solving the problem; they simply locked refugees up and hoped that punishment would be an effective deterrent. But, unsurprisingly, considering the grim realities in Syria, Libya, Iraq, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, the flow of migrants continued. In 2015, tens of thousands more migrants in Greece and Italy and thousands died making the deadly journey across the Mediterranean Sea.

But change was in the air. The groundbreaking 2015 electoral victory of the left-wing Syriza party, making Alexis Tsipras prime minister, was a rebuke to years of EU-inspired austerity, while the old parties, Pasok and New Democracy, floundered. On election night, Spain’s left-wing Podemos party tweeted: “Greeks finally have a government, not a [German Chancellor Angela] Merkel envoy.” It was a remarkable turnaround for a nation whose population had never seriously opted for progressive politics in huge numbers. After decades in which their interests were ignored, Syriza harnessed the disenchantment of young people—whose unemployment rate sat at 60 percent—against corruption and oligarchic tax avoidance. But the party, falling just short of an outright majority, formed a coalition with the right-wing and racist party ANEL (Independent Greeks)—a move criticized by many leftists.

The economics editor of Britain’s Channel 4 News, Paul Mason, argued after the Syriza win: “What lies beneath the rise of the radical left is the emergence of positive new values—among a layer of young people much wider than Syriza’s natural support base. These are the classic values of the networked generation: self-reliance, creativity, the willingness to treat life as a social experiment, a global outlook.”9 Syriza’s victory signaled a generational shift away from a politics conducted only by the elites. Its success was also a direct result of the desperation of a people determined to restore dignity to their daily lives.

Syriza was pressured to continue the troika’s medicine after the 2015 election.10 Even after the party’s victory, the European Commission urged Greece to pursue further the “reforms”—a euphemism for privatization and cuts to social services—that had been begun by Syriza’s predecessors. The ideological gulf between those suffering under austerity and those advocating it had never been deeper.

Tsipras promised to renegotiate the oppressive terms of the troika’s conditions, raise wages, create jobs, and restore a feeling of Greek independence among a population who had spent years knowing that their country’s destiny was decided in Brussels and Berlin. But profound questions remained concerning the viability or desirability of supporting a Greek state principally staffed by public servants—a central part of Syriza’s vision. During his first policy speech to the parliament in 2015, Tsipras pledged to increase salaries, provide free electricity to those without it, and freeze pension cuts.

Greek finance minister Yanis Varoufakis vowed to destroy the country’s oligarchs and their patrons “who viciously suck the energy and the economic power from everybody else.” He described the troika’s bailout conditions as “fiscal waterboarding.”

Many immigrants living a shadow-existence in Greece hoped that Syriza, also known as the Coalition of the Radical Left, would grant them passports, giving them the freedom to live anywhere in the European Union—which, taken as a whole, was now the world’s largest economy. Within days of winning office, Syriza granted citizenship to over 100,000 children of migrants born in Greece.

Further changes were promised—though public support for them was not guaranteed. A global study of the International Organization for Migration in 2015 found the Greek people to be the most interested in cutting immigration (followed in Europe by the Maltese, the Spanish, and Italians).

Tragically for the Greek people, according to Reporters Without Borders, the country now also ranked among the worst in terms of press freedom in Europe, having dropped fifty places in the five years before 2014. With growing physical threats against reporters by far-right thugs, including members of Golden Dawn, tabloid hysteria had become the most common method of controlling the public.11 Every asylum seeker was framed as a threat. In 2013 the Greek government, following pressure from international donors, shut down the nation’s public broadcaster in order to reduce the deficit, and only established a new, much weaker state broadcaster after a huge local and international outcry. Syriza announced in 2015 that it would reopen the public Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation, Tsipras insisting that this would “repair a crime against Greek people and democracy.”

Syriza challenged the German-led control of European political and economic policy in support of austerity. During a press conference with his German counterpart, Wolfgang Schäuble, in 2015, Varoufakis made pointed comments about the real-life effects of Berlin’s dictates: “No one understands better than the people of [Germany] how a severely depressed economy, combined with a ritual national humiliation and unending hopelessness, can hatch the serpent’s egg within its society,” he said. “When I return home tonight, I will find a country where the third-largest party is not a neo-Nazi party, but a Nazi party,” he said, referencing Golden Dawn. “We need the people of Germany on our side.”

The warning was clear: Germany had no right to govern the modern creation of Europe; Greece was its moral and political equal. The ideological and spiritual struggle for the heart of Europe—Germany pushing Greece to insolvency and out of the Eurozone, or accepting a compromise allowing Athens to remain within it—was one of the great questions of the moment.12

I was constantly told while in the country that independent journalism was struggling, though social media offered a new way to challenge the dominant narrative. Greek journalist Kostas Vaxevanis lamented that “the only way for the Greek people to know about their own country is through the foreign press”13—though even the UK Guardian continually called Syriza “radical” in its reporting. Neither public nor private media interests offered much dissent, supporting the close relationship between big business and the state apparatus, and endorsing the authorities’ embrace of austerity policies. It was the perfect environment for conspiracy theories, paranoia, race hatred, and reactionary conservatism to thrive. Such an environment made Syriza’s victory even more remarkable, convincing a majority of Greeks that there was a viable alternative to living on their knees.
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Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) was one of the few groups that had documented the realities of repressive policies against refugees. Its 2014 report “Invisible Suffering” detailed the lack of state care for asylum seekers and the devastating physical and psychological effects of prolonged incarceration.14 MSF migrant advisor Ioanna Kotsioni told me in Athens that her organization had started working in Greek detention centers in 2008—the first NGO in the country to do so. “From 2006 and 2007 in Greece,” she said, “detention centers started increasing in size.” MSF had lobbied the government to improve conditions in detention facilities across the country, and since 2012 the numbers of immigrants being consigned to them—mainly from Syria, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Eritrea—had soared.

Here was the problem: there were 4,500 extra beds made available during the economic crisis, but no increase in money or services for refugees in detention. Although MSF had no trouble accessing the facilities, they despaired at the system: more than 7,000 beds were spread across the entire Greek network, as well as thousands more in police stations. Over a thousand unaccompanied minors were scattered across the country, though refugee groups told me that less than 400 beds had been provided for them.

Kotsioni said that the political climate in Greece, and across much of Europe, allowed the state to imprison refugees with little concern about any negative consequences. “Greek opposition to refugees is not just anti-Muslim sentiment,” she said, “but also anti-Christian; there’s a dislike of brown skin here.” The government department in charge of asylum seekers was now called the Ministry of Public Order and Citizen Protection—a name speaking to incarceration and exclusion. Even the Greek ombudsman, after visiting various Greek detention centers in 2013, worried that police were “unable to ensure conditions which respect the fundamental right of detainees, as detention facilities for aliens have turned into sui generis prisons, given the large and escalating number of detainees held for many months.”15

“I’m often told by asylum seekers: ‘We came to Europe for human rights and we’re shocked by the conditions here,’” Kotsioni said. You could still buy your way into citizenship—around €200,000 would do it—but this was obviously not an option for anyone other than rich arrivals. “When I first entered detention centers I was shocked,” Kotsioni told me. “There’s a strange feeling inside. People are put inside and treated like animals, not human beings. The system is indifferent to conditions inside. There are many reasons more asylum seekers don’t know the reality in Greece. Many are embarrassed by being detained and can’t send money home. They can’t provide, and feel rejected by their host country.”

Privatization of the detention network was the logical outcome of the nation’s political direction when human beings and services could be farmed out to the most attractive bidder. Kotsioni said that another reason for outsourcing was that “too many police are far from home and away from their families, putting pressure on a system to find alternative ways to guard detainees.”

During my time in Greece, I spoke to countless Greek journalists who told me that the issue of privatizing the detention system rarely received any attention in the local media. “The state should take responsibility for healthcare and security because the state is locking people up,” Kotsioni argued. “Fifteen years ago you would have had news stories welcoming Syrian refugees, but now it’s the opposite.”

A logic of austerity mandated the demonization of a minority that was unable to fight back. Disaster capitalism completed the job, corrupting both the marginalized and those pursuing their oppression. In Greece many governments had tied themselves so closely to corporations that transparent politics was impossible.

A lack of medical care was ubiquitous, with little public pressure to demand improved access to even the most basic medicines. One day in Perama, a port city in the suburb of Piraeus, near Athens—privatization plans had been put on hold after the Syriza win—I visited the offices of Médecins de Monde (MdM) to interview doctors who had worked inside the Corinth detention center. It was an overdeveloped area with large boats, shipping containers, and smoke stacks, all styled in a muted beige palette.

The office was in a small street bustling with men, women, and children. Families came to receive medicine because they no longer had insurance, could not afford it, or were unemployed. This was one noticeable effect of the crisis during austerity. Boxes of fruit arrived for children who were not at school and whose parents could not afford to buy healthy food. Because so many Greeks were on the breadline, a “potato movement” sprung up to allow consumers to buy products straight from producers.16 It was sobering to think that, in 2012, roughly 10 percent of elementary and middle school students faced “food insecurity.” In the heart of Europe, malnutrition was rampant among schoolchildren; a cabbage-based diet was now a reality for many middle-class Greeks.17 Golden Dawn had generated support by providing food to “indigenous” Greeks. Across the nation, its community support had been built through invocations of Greek pride.18

Young and old, new mothers with their babies and the decrepit—all waited patiently to speak to a doctor for advice, and hopefully medicine. Doctors told me they usually did not have the required medication, or had just enough for a few days, after which people returned for more but often went home empty-handed. One doctor said that, in some ways, she wished she wasn’t giving false hope to people when distributing a few pills or bottles of milk for a baby.

I met three doctors trying to make a difference: Antonios Rompos, sixty-four-year-old neurologist and psychiatrist, who volunteered at MdM, providing for asylum seekers and the poor; Thomas Balkonis, a seventy-year-old dermatologist; and the fifty-year-old Revekka Tzanetea, who worked in internal medicine. They were friendly, greeting me with warm smiles, but furious about what had happened in their country. All of them had started working with MdM in 2013 as volunteer doctors at the Corinth facility because MdM had an agreement with the Greek government. “In my view, it’s like prisoners are kept there,” said Rompos.

When they had first arrived, they were all shocked by what they saw. There were eighty people in rooms built for thirty, and only ten showers and ten toilets. One bar of soap and shampoo was issued by the government to each detainee every month. In 2013 and 2014 these doctors saw 985 detainees inside Corinth. Their main concern was the rapid spread of tuberculosis and scabies. The authorities demanded that MdM furnish them with the medical records of refugees, though initially the NGO refused. They eventually agreed, even though police and the authorities reading the files mostly did not understand a word, as the records were written in medical jargon.

Most of the men in detention were from Afghanistan and Pakistan, speaking Dari and Farsi, though some were fluent in Arabic. Rompos said they also ran an outpatient clinic providing medication, healthcare, and soap. There were 1,200 people in the camp, and seventy police officers. The authorities were sometimes afraid of refugees, and would racially abuse and brutalize them. “We wondered if some police were Golden Dawn members, because the police there had to choose which refugees deserved to receive medical attention,” Rompos said. “Many refugees speak Greek because they’ve been here for years; there was a political decision to make them ‘disappear’ into detention.” All three doctors despaired at the blatant discrimination that seeped into daily life. “Greek people feel more comfortable for ‘cleansing’ the area of refugees, and the European Union pays for this activity,” Rompos said.

Conditions in detention were brutal. Refugees were handcuffed to the health clinic “for security.” The doctors prescribed medicines, but the police would only sometimes supply the drugs to detainees. “Police would accuse us of exaggerating the depression of refugees,” Rompos noted. “Medicines are given to police to administer, handed out sparingly because they’re fearful of suicides and self-harm. Refugees were smoking paracetamol to get high. I gave depression pills, but many refugees said they’d rather die.” The majority of refugees suffered from constipation because they were given fruit and vegetables only once a month.

The doctors stressed the political game authorities were playing by locking these people up. “Refugees are released by police in central Athens, after up to eighteen months inside, and then sometimes immediately re-arrested for another long period in detention. Greeks are mostly happy with these policies because they see fewer refugees on the streets—it’s racism. Golden Dawn support has risen because people are unemployed. Old women were afraid in some suburbs because they didn’t feel safe going to the shops, and Golden Dawn provided escorts for them. It was clever PR.” Golden Dawn thugs routinely threatened MdM staff for helping immigrants. The group’s secretary responded: “They will not scare us; medicine does not discriminate.”19

I asked Tzanetea why Greece had taken such a turn to the right. “Better education is needed. The youth forget history or don’t know it, and support fascism. People believe Pakistanis are taking their jobs. I see very few volunteers helping the underprivileged in our society. Many young doctors at the university I teach in are sympathetic to refugees but don’t want to volunteer because they fear getting diseases. And this is sixth-year students who should know better!” MdM no longer worked at Corinth.

Greek citizens knew too well how austerity devastated their healthcare system. Neoliberal economic policies affected immigrants and the general population equally; disaster capitalism’s massive reductions in public and social services produced few winners.

The Metropolitan Community Clinic was situated at Helliniko, on the outskirts of Athens, inside an old US military base. It was on the last stop on the train line; there was no address, and I had been given only vague directions. It was relatively quiet inside, and Christos Sideris, who worked for a shipping company during the day and was the head of communications at the center, showed me around. There were many small offices with medical equipment, a large storeroom filled with thousands of pill bottles and medications, baby food, and refrigerated vaccinations. Volunteer GPs, gynecologists, oncologists, and child, adult, and family psychologists were all provided, though patients had to book in advance. It represented clean, efficient, powerful resistance in the age of austerity.

The idea for the clinic was first hatched in 2011, Sideris told me. During the protests in Athens’s Syntagma Square in May, he said, “many of us talked about [starting a clinic], as a form of opposition against economic warfare being waged on us. It was affecting us physically and psychologically.” Before the crisis, “public healthcare was alright, though not great, and doctors helped patients who needed medication. They broke rules and turned a blind eye.”

When hospital services started deteriorating in 2008, the state made a decision that the welfare of its citizens was less important than pleasing international donors. Sideris recalled the horrors: “Citizens without insurance went from hospital to hospital to get medication, and hospitals wouldn’t give it to them because they didn’t have it. From 2010, we needed to provide alternatives.”

The Metropolitan Community Clinic was born. In December 2011 sixty volunteers, starting in the old US army base, used social media to attract interest and volunteers. It was the first community clinic in Athens and the second in Greece. The rent remained free, and the local municipality paid for the electricity and other bills. The task remained daunting, with three million uninsured among a population of eleven million. The clinic had 250 volunteers working every day, and early evenings except Sunday. Between 2011 and 2014, they helped 28,000 patients.

Sideris told me that the clinic had strict rules: “There are no party politics, and we take no money donations. We will receive donations of drugs but won’t have Greek politicians with TV crews to look around. The clinic does not advertise who donates drugs—they remain anonymous, and we try not to associate ourselves with the companies, individuals, or NGOs who got us into the financial crisis. We have no leaders; there is a horizontal structure, and an assembly makes decisions on big questions.”

The clinic only accepted the poor and unemployed who had no insurance, those on low wages, and the elderly. “We take all ages and sexes,” Sideris said, “even former industrialists who have fallen from financial highs. We check people’s credentials to make sure they need care, and we have sources in hospitals, government ministries, and local and foreign media to make sure.”

It was tough to take this grim reality in a first-world nation. “It’s often hard in a European country to see malnourished children,” Sideris said. “This fucked up system hasn’t even spent a few hours giving citizens their rights as patients, so we provide information to people about what healthcare they can get. We’re not trying to substitute for the public health system, and we hope we can close soon, when public hospitals are again well resourced.”

Sideris recounted a story that typifies austerity-wracked Greece. In May 2014 a fifty-four-year-old man needed immediate heart surgery, but he was unemployed and uninsured. The hospital initially refused to admit him, fearing it would never be paid, but the man said he would submit the required welfare document when he received it. His doctor convinced the facility that the patient was in need and must be operated on immediately.

The man, whose name had not been released, was lying in the operating theatre waiting to have a pacemaker installed when a person from the hospital’s accounting department arrived. Because the patient had not submitted the necessary welfare documents, the accountant forced the doctors to stop the procedure. It was only the next day, after pressure from the Metropolitan clinic, that the man had the life-saving surgery. Instead of acknowledging fault, the Greek Health Ministry blamed the messenger, accusing the clinic of concocting the story. “Patients coming here are often ashamed,” Sideris explained, “even scared of giving their stories anonymously to the clinic to publicize the health realities, because they fear retribution from a state that may give them a little money.”

After the 2015 Syriza election win, the clinic reminded the world that, “we saw, in our European country in the year 2012, babies that looked like starving children on posters from famine areas. That is when we started to provide baby formula and diapers for infants. We’ve been doing it ever since. By 2013 we regularly provided for more than 300 babies.”

The clinic’s founder, Dr. Giorgos Vichas, a suave man with a thick head of brown hair, spoke quietly and with determination about what he saw as his professional and personal obligation: “Cancer patients are often helped by doctors who are breaking the law by giving them medicine [the state doesn’t prosecute these doctors]. I never saw tumors this big on people before the crisis, because there isn’t enough medicine to treat it now. Studies here have shown that because insulin often isn’t available for treatment of diabetes it ends up costing the state more money due to lack of initial care and medicine. This neoliberal ideology is putting money above people’s lives.”

Vichas had paid a price for his commitment to free healthcare: “My car has been broken into, laptop stolen, papers taken then found, and another time my office was broken into. It’s ongoing harassment by thugs. I helped protesters in 2011 in Syntagma Square when they were being attacked by police, and I was hit myself by police.” Within days of Syriza’s electoral win, the new police minister, Nikos Voutsis—himself a victim of police brutality—removed the steel barriers in Syntagma. “This work gives me strength,” Vichas continued, “but I hope this clinic doesn’t need to exist in years to come. We have seen too much pain and suffering. The worst thing we can do is get used to this situation.” He was damning of his profession, infused with carelessness and selfishness. “The majority of doctors are not interested in community clinics and are critical of our work. I know this attitude among doctors existed before the crisis, so I’m thankful some doctors are helping us.”

In such dire circumstances, small blessings were appreciated. In early 2013 the Medical Association of Athens tried to close the clinic down, stating that it did not have the necessary permits. When, in late 2013, narcotics police arrived with a magistrate, she brought a bag of drugs to donate. She could have shut them down.

My time at the clinic was a rare moment during my Greek visit in which I felt hope. It was a sentiment shared by Vichas: “We are romantics at this clinic. We have legality from society, social capital, and we’ve asked people to help.” With little faith in the state or its media—“Goebbels would be proud of the Greek press. We are supposed to be a democracy but we’re close to being a financial dictatorship”—he was seeing his idea spreading across an increasingly fragmented Europe. “The first community clinic just opened in Hamburg, Germany—16,000 people uninsured there; so community clinics are growing across the continent.”

The decline in government healthcare in free and open democracies provided a warning that extreme financial policies led to social disharmony. Arguably the most serious questions revolved around the role of the euro in Greece’s economic crisis. Was it ultimately responsible for the country’s decline? Although Syriza pledged to remain in the Eurozone, disaster capitalism became more extreme under its rules. “The euro is simply the deutsch-mark with little stars on it,” investigative journalist Greg Palast wrote after Syriza’s 2015 electoral win. Columbia University’s Robert Mundell—father both of the euro and of Reagan and Thatcher’s deregulation—told Palast that the euro’s main goal was to strip parliaments of the ability to control their own fiscal policies. “Without fiscal policy,” he explained to Palast, “the only way nations can keep jobs is by the competitive reduction of rules on business.”20
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In Athens, the cover of a major daily newspaper caught my eye. Blazoned across the front page were old color pictures of Golden Dawn leaders performing fascist salutes in front of the Nazi flag and an image of Adolf Hitler. The story, by the country’s leading journalist on the movement, Dimitris Psarras, offered undeniable proof that the party’s leading figures admired the Nazis, and that this suggestion was not a conspiracy by the “system” intended to smear their reputation, as they routinely claimed.21

In recent years the world has been stunned by the rise of Golden Dawn—a brazen neo-Nazi party whose support has grown to make it the third-largest political party in Greece, as was confirmed in the 2015 election. It was impossible to deny that a vocal and sizeable minority of Greek citizens believed that fascism was the best solution for their country. After the May 2012 European elections, which saw the party grow into a force to be reckoned with, only the politically blind denied this reality. In some areas of Athens, among the very poor and very rich, support for the party increased sharply.

Nick Malkoutzis, deputy editor of the Greek daily Kathimerini English Edition, commented: “It should come as no surprise that in a country which in the last century has been through two fascist dictatorships, Nazi occupation and collaboration, and a civil war whose wounds never healed properly there should be those who long for authoritarian far-right rule.” It had been a “façade” that the nation would inevitably move towards the West and Europe.22 In June 2014, Malkoutzis lamented “Golden Dawn’s version of the Nazi Party’s Horst Wessel Song being played outside the Greek Parliament and its supporters wandering through the building’s corridors as if it was a Munich beer hall in 1923. How shameful.”

I met Dimitris Psarras at his newspaper’s offices in central Athens—a second-floor, open-plan space with a few reporters tapping away on their computers. Psarras had a bushy gray beard and an intense stare. During the interview he showed me a 2007 Golden Dawn magazine with an image of Hitler on its cover. The text read: “1945–2007: 62 years since he [Hitler] died.”

“Golden Dawn was a marginal group for decades,” Psarras told me, “and now there are hundreds of thousands of supporters. It was and is a fanatical Nazi party.” The popularity of the party was due to a potent narrative: “Because the government does little against immigrants, Golden Dawn takes action, including pogroms in central Athens. Until September 2013, the Greek state didn’t think that they should pursue party leaders, only those carrying out crimes.”

In October 2014, with many of the party’s leaders in prison for murder, weapons offenses, and countless attacks on migrants, the Greek chief public prosecutor announced that the entire parliamentary party would face criminal trial. I heard many times in Greece that, even if Golden Dawn were disbanded and its hierarchy placed in prison, support for its ideas and policies would not disappear. The poison had already been released, and other groups could deploy it.

The popularity of Golden Dawn had not arisen out of nowhere. Until 2010, the group was akin to a private police force; during demonstrations, its members stood behind official special forces and used knives against protestors and anarchists. The police had a good relationship with them, and many videos showed this intimate dynamic. This was starkly revealed in the 2014 elections, when over 50 percent of police in Athens gave their support to the fascist party, which took 9.4 percent of the national vote.

Psarras started investigating Golden Dawn when it was still a fringe movement. “I began writing about them in the early nineties,” he said, “but since the eighties they have had connections to Greece’s deep state, such as the church and police. In 2006 the group leader’s brother was appointed second in charge of the Greek army. Another brother of the party’s leader is a prominent Athens lawyer. Golden Dawn heads are part of the establishment here, not skinheads, and I’ve known the leadership for decades. Greece never had a de-Nazification process after World War II.”

The appeal of Golden Dawn rested on its masterful ability to create a fanciful image of a glorious past being defiled by leftists, gays, Muslims, and immigrants. Although far-right parties had existed and found support in the past, none had surged quite like Golden Dawn. The party’s supporters “wanted revenge against the political system,” Psarras explained. Its backers were “the most desperate socially, the unemployed, people who don’t have an expectation of finding a job, and the party exploits this, saying: We’ll kick immigrants out to get you a job.” Ironically, in a nation so dominated by disaster capitalism, Golden Dawn offered rhetorical opposition to privatization, but “in reality they’re supporting every big capitalist in Greece. In parliament they even voted against a small tax on ship owners”—in 2012 the party sided with the shipping oligarchs on the pretext of encouraging them to hire only local Greeks—“and this is similar to the situation during the Greek dictatorship days, when capitalists were equally supported by the junta.” The working class, including unions and political groups, were brutally repressed during that period.

This was all denied by one of the most flamboyant Golden Dawn members I met in Pikermi, nineteen kilometers from central Athens. The seventy-two-year-old Dr. Epaminondas N. Stathis, a losing party candidate in the 2014 European elections (along with many retired Greek generals), lived in an area of rolling hills and few properties, other than large mansions with stunning views. Stathis’s house, situated behind a high fence with a G4S tag identifying the private security firm that guarded the place, was expansive. His daughter, a historian in her twenties, welcomed me and took me inside, where he was waiting in the doorway, smiling.

I was shocked by what I saw at the three-story house. The street-level floor had furniture covered by sheets (“We don’t use it in summer”), countless paintings on the walls, elaborate rugs on the floor, and eye-level lights and candelabras. As we rode down in a tiny elevator with his fat stomach nearly touching me, we exited into a room that had the curtains drawn. There were a few bare lights shining on countless images of Jesus in a well-appointed library. “I am a Greek Orthodox believer, and I visit church around two times every month,” he told me. The Greek Orthodox Church had openly backed Golden Dawn and its fascism.23 Outside I noticed a large pool and palm trees overlooking the mountains. This was an establishment family, though since Stathis’s background was in medicine I wondered how he had earned so much money.

As we began speaking, his daughter brought in a glass of ice water, iced coffee, and ice cream that progressively melted in front of me as the interview progressed. I sensed Stathis wanted to challenge many of the impressions that had circulated locally and globally about Golden Dawn. He said, “You can ask me anything, even something that I may find very offensive.” With an intense stare, he repeatedly wiped sweat from his face with a tissue and continuously smoked thin cigarettes. “Property is the expansion of our body—that’s my philosophy.” He was a retired orthopedic surgeon, in a career that had taken him to London and Ipswich. “I was only involved in science in the UK, and not politics,” he said. “I’ve been fighting for patriotic, nationalist ideas all my life. Greece fought with the UK and Australia against fascism in World War II, and I’ve always been involved in Greek politics.”

It was hard to get a word in, so keen was Stathis to explain his patriotism. He gave an accurate account of the financial mismanagement of his country—“The government has been stealing public money for decades; they’re crooks and embezzlers”—but believed that only a strong, hard-right revival would restore Greece’s honor. “We are not Nazis or fascists. We are children of the people who fought against Nazism and fascism. My family gave a lot of blood fighting totalitarianism. We are loving and creating humans, and I do not support violence against immigrants.”

Stathis was clever, not a simple bigot, and couched his opposition to migrants as nationalism, not racism. His rhetoric resembled what I had heard in the United States, Britain, and Australia from vocal opponents of refugees. “There are 3 million illegal migrants in Greece, and soon we will be strangers in our own country,” said Stathis. “Every day more boats come, and Turkey does not take back refugees as they should. Many immigrants are robbing and stealing, with women spreading AIDS and not paying taxes, breaking into houses and killing for a few euros. I’ve been attacked in my own house, and we are terrified and often not going out at night-time.” Stathis said he had no problem with Islam, but feared that the problems in Syria and Afghanistan were being imported into Greece. “We worry about al-Qaeda in Greece, with no checks on who is coming in.”

Immigration was a key battleground in Greece, and Golden Dawn had harnessed it with cynical precision. There was truth to the claim that the Greek system failed to adequately provide for the surge in asylum seekers living in the community, and this failure had inevitably led to fear and paranoia. “Political asylum is fine—we should help people from Syria and other places that really need our help; but illegal immigrants must be rejected,” Stathis argued. “Illegal invaders must be sent back, and we must sign a new agreement with the EU and Turkey. Areas of Athens are now [violent ghettos] filled with immigrants.” He dreamed of the Greek people giving Golden Dawn a majority at a future election. He knew that one of the ways this could happen was through a party program such as talking to employers, encouraging them to fire immigrants and then hire local Greeks at the same rate of pay.

The iconography of Golden Dawn and its adoration of Nazism were key aspects of its identity. I questioned Stathis, who claimed never to have been a member of the party and only a follower, and he denied it all: “The Greek government lies that the Golden Dawn symbol is like a swastika, but it’s a Greek symbol.” He jumped up and fetched a folded piece of A4 paper, on which one side bore the Nazi swastika and the other the Golden Dawn insignia. “Is this the same?” he bellowed. “Of course not!”

He then disappeared briefly and returned with an iPad, showing me the party’s symbol on its website. “You see,” he said, “this isn’t anything like the swastika.” In fact, it was remarkably similar. “We’re accused of singing Nazi songs, but they’re not—they’re patriotic and military songs.” He acknowledged that a few members “have made many mistakes over the years, like supporting Hitler and Nazis.” I showed him a Golden Dawn magazine cover from 2007 with a positive image and message about Hitler. “Now we have many intellectuals to help evolve the party.” This rhetoric was not helped by countless examples proving it wrong, such as a Golden Dawn MP using a Nazi salute during a party event in Crete in 2014.

Stathis condemned the 2013 murder of Greek rapper and antifascist activist Pavlos Fyssas, though he dismissed clear evidence that a Golden Dawn member, Giorgos Roupakias, had been involved. He was in no mood to admit that his party had engaged in countless acts of violence against opponents. Instead, he claimed right-wingers were oppressed. “You must be a leftist to have blood of value in Greece, but the blood of every man in Greece is valuable.” Unsurprisingly, he feared a Syriza-led government.

I challenged him on the party’s anti-Semitism and embrace of fascism. He rejected all my allegations, falsely claiming that the local Jewish community had “no issue with Golden Dawn,” though overseas Jewish groups did. Unlike some of his colleagues, he did not deny the Holocaust—he was smart enough to know that doing so in front of a Western journalist was not the best move; but “I must not be blamed for what Hitler or Stalin did. I was one of Hitler’s victims. Some in Golden Dawn may deny the Holocaust and I engage with them to try and change their minds.”

Like many on the right in Europe today, he embraced Israel as being on the frontline of a necessary war against Islamist terror. “I like Israelis, and I don’t understand why the Israeli government is against us.” He also loved Russian president Vladimir Putin, because “he’s a nationalist and loves his country. Europe will be the most powerful continent in the world only when Russia joins the European community.” The party’s tentacles even extended to Australia, with the occasional fundraising drive; but its support remained weak even though Melbourne contained the largest concentration of Greeks outside Greece.24

Stathis was engaging, and clearly determined to try and change my views about Golden Dawn. He offered a well-informed view on the party and its politics. In many ways, as someone who saw himself as an intellectual providing support for the movement, he was more dangerous than a cohort of skinheads. He was the prettier face of the movement, as against the thugs who did the dirty work—though he denied that Golden Dawn did this, insisting that if they did he would condemn it.

With most of the Golden Dawn leadership in prison, I was keen to meet one of the few party parliamentarians living and working on the outside. I interviewed Golden Dawn MP Ilias Panagiotaros in front of the Athens High Court. The morning I arrived, an appeal was being heard related to the party’s leadership who remained in prison. There were no flag-waving supporters, but a number of clearly affiliated men came up to Panagiotaros to embrace him and shake his hand. They were large and muscular men with tattoos.

Panagiotaros was a large man with a big stomach, goatee, and bald head. He had his talking points, and he was not afraid to repeat them ad nauseam: “Every Golden Dawn MP believes in country, nation, heritage, pride, and dignity. The cases against our leadership are 100 percent political persecution. At least a dozen Pasok MPs have been found to steal money, and yet nobody says Pasok is a criminal organization. We are Greek nationalists.”

A key reason for Syriza’s 2015 electoral success was wholesale public rejection of an entire generation of politicians from the old parties. Nationalism had been cynically used and abused both by conservative forces and by Golden Dawn. Panagiotaros was partly correct—countless Greek politicians were on the take and enriching their corporate friends; but his organization was no cleaner.

Golden Dawn also publicly opposed extreme austerity measures, but its plans to resurrect Greece entailed kicking out immigrants, damning Islam, and reverting to an authoritarian past that disenfranchised the masses. This was a message that resonated across Europe, from France to the Netherlands. Economic inequality and racial intolerance threatened the future stability of Europe, and Brussels seemed incapable of responding to the challenge.25

A former high-level party candidate giving testimony to the Greek government’s magistrate investigating the group explained that Golden Dawn’s ultimate aim was a “one-party regime.”26 He claimed that the leadership sanctioned violence against migrants because they would gain electoral “rewards,” and that the attacks were “a kind of decoration.” Evidence released in 2014 by the Greek public prosecutor showed that countless Golden Dawn members, including some of its MPs, had been involved in violence, arson, blackmail, and murder since at least the 1990s, often with the collusion of the police and the state apparatus.

When challenged on his party’s embracing of Hitler, Panagiotaros was dismissive: “So what if our leader was photographed next to a Nazi swastika forty years ago? If you ask every leader in Europe what they were doing forty years ago you may find some interesting stories, too.” During my time in Greece barely a day passed without new and recent photographs in the media of Golden Dawn members mimicking Nazi iconography. Panagiotaros wanted the EU to operate “a strict immigration policy,” because “illegal immigration is mostly Muslim jihadists who plan to overtake Europe. If Syrians, Libyans, or Iraqis need to go somewhere they should go to the US, the country that caused the wars in their countries. Let the US take these people in.”

Panagiotaros claimed to be against rampant privatization, despite the record of his party in parliament backing moves to outsource state services. “Greece has been giving away public assets for years—ports, airports, huge hotels, beaches, islands, roads, bridges. We are against this. We’re not against productivity, but we’re 100 percent against giving away free assets. We have traitors in the government here who have done this, sold our assets for free, and they should face the law and punishment.”

The worldview was reminiscent of the twenty-first-century far right in general: a love for Israel and Putin combined with a hatred of Muslims, gays, and Western NGOs. Putin’s Russia had become a symbol of admiration for Europe’s far right, from France to Hungary, Greece, and the UK.27 For some in Europe, looking east, towards China, Russia, and the Middle East, and rejecting the logic of Brussels, was an increasingly appealing prospect. Opposing disaster capitalism had the potential to unite elements of the left and right, though the latter preferred to demonize and blame refugees and the marginalized for a country’s failings. Even after Syriza’s 2015 election win, leader Alexis Tsipras visited Moscow, was warmly embraced by the Kremlin, and called for a “reset in relations” between the EU and Russia.

I was reminded of the words of Greek journalist Dimitris Psarras, who told me that Jew-hatred had been mainstreamed. A 2014 Anti-Defamation League poll found that Greeks had the most anti-Semitic attitudes in Europe. It was a cruel twist that groups that traditionally loathed Jews now embraced Israel as being on the frontline against Islam. “Anti-Semitism is a big problem in Greece,” Psarras said. “My upcoming book is called The Bestseller of Hate: Protocols of the Elders of Zion 1825–2014. Many mainstream editors and journalists print Protocols-style material here.” Greek Jews mostly welcomed the Syriza win, despite its critical position on Israel, because they had also suffered from the years of austerity.28

This is why the anti-fascist movement was so important. The rate of violence and threats against minorities and immigrants was startling, revealing the complete failure of the state to enforce laws against oppression. Thanasis Kampagiannis was a lawyer, antifascist activist, leftist, and member of Keerfa, the Movement United Against Racism and the Fascist Threat: “I’ve been involved in some of the most important anti-fascist legal cases against Golden Dawn in recent years, and I came to this work due to my longstanding anti-fascist activism.”

Kampagiannis represented the Luqman family, devastated after Golden Dawn thugs murdered their twenty-seven-year-old Pakistani son on his way to work, in January 2013. A Greek couple saw party members just after the attack, and the two men were arrested. Police found Golden Dawn material at their houses. “It was a racist crime,” Kampagiannis said. “The men claimed Luqman attacked them, but they had used knives and stabbed him seven times. There was no sign of a fight, the attack took place at 3 a.m., and they were looking for a brown-skinned or foreign person to attack.” The public outcry was immediate, with 20,000 people marching through the streets in a protest coordinated by Keerfa. Two years after Luqman’s death, in 2015, his father, Khadim Hussein, flew in from Pakistan to commemorate his son’s murder alongside hundreds of supporters.

The trial took eight days. “The Luqman trial was important to show that these attacks are racist,” Kampagiannis explained. Until 2013, “the police and government gave protection to Golden Dawn.” Luqman’s killers were found guilty and sentenced to life terms, which in Greece meant sixteen years behind bars.

Kampagiannis had become involved in the trial of Golden Dawn leaders through representing Egyptian fishermen who had been attacked by party members. He was pessimistic about his country’s political alliances, explaining that there were clear links between the political elites and Golden Dawn. “There are old ties between the far right and the military, state, and police,” he noted. “This goes back to the junta and civil war days. These ties were never broken, and because police still process and manage many refugees, these links are strengthened.”

The New Democracy party was rocked in 2014 by a video covertly recorded and released by Golden Dawn that showed then prime minister Antonis Samaras’s chief of staff confessing to a Golden Dawn spokesman that the criminal investigation against the far-right group was solely designed to reduce losses for the ruling party. The chief of staff resigned, claiming unconvincingly that his boss had been ignorant of his dealings.29

Unlike many I met on the left, Kampagiannis was only cautiously optimistic about the chances of Syriza being strong enough to tackle Greece’s economic woes. “Is Syriza radical enough to deal with Greece’s many issues? I worry that they accept the EU framework. Alexis Tsipras thinks you can reform the EU terms on which Greece implements measures against austerity, but Syriza needs to make a decision. The Syriza program, to strengthen wages and collective bargaining, is incompatible with EU demands.” It was a view expressed by many who voted for Syriza in 2015—though exiting the euro remained a minority demand. Many in the corporate press expressed concern that a Greek exit from the Eurozone was a possibility.

With popular opposition to the troika never stronger, Kampagiannis wanted his country to consider leaving both the euro and the EU: “The sky won’t fall in. The question is who will pay for the transition out of the EU. The danger is that we copy the disaster in Argentina, but I believe we can have a policy where working-class interests are protected, and capital should pay.”

Europe’s refugee crisis was framed as an emergency requiring regional and global solutions. This was partly true: the war in Syria could not be solved in Athens, but it was also a huge business opportunity. Thousands of poor souls had drowned looking for a better and safer life, as in the tragic boat accident in the Mediterranean in September 2014 that killed around 500, mostly Gazans and Syrians,30 and Greece was on the frontline. Malta had a policy of mandatory detention, leaving migrants imprisoned sometimes for eighteen months in unsanitary conditions.31 Frontex Plus was a 2014 idea pushed by the EU to curb the rescuing of migrants at sea in favor of monitoring and controlling Europe’s borders. Dollar signs dazzled the firms that would benefit.32

The numbers of people entering Europe were staggering: 15,000 undocumented migrants made the dangerous journey to Greece by sea in 2013, while Italy had to deal with tens of thousands more. The EU’s border management agency, Frontex, said that 40,000 asylum seekers arrived in Europe in 2013. This surge fueled resentment, leading to xenophobic campaigns in Greece, such as “Xenios Zeus,” designed to round up migrants. Between August 2012 and June 2013, over 120,000 migrants were detained, less than 6 percent of whom lacked legal residency permits. Syriza pledged to abolish the program, shut down detention centers, and establish more open facilities. Serious allegations of abuses against detainees in countless facilities across the country remained unresolved or ignored.33 The EU was directly responsible for this situation, having provided funds to Greece that it knew were being spent on squalid detention facilities and the repression of migrants. Greece became so dependent on EU handouts that it was forced to do its dirty work.

Research gathered by the Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy examined the cost of Greece’s immigration policy from 2008 to 2013. It estimated that it had cost €16 per day for every detainee—a very low figure compared to equivalent costs in Australian detention centers. With Greece determined to run 10,000 detention centers by the end of 2014, at an annual cost of €57.6 million, the government simply did not have the money to pay for it.34 Athens repeatedly asked the EU for more funding, for which one of the likely conditions, based on other areas of migrant policy, was privatization of some of the services. Refusing to detain so many people was a policy solution that too rarely entered mainstream debate.

One outcome of this situation was early deterrence. The militarization of the Mediterranean was directly causing the deaths of refugees at sea because Greece and other states were given relative freedom to implement aggressive policies against asylum seekers, with the blessing of Brussels. Martin Lemberg-Pedersen, assistant professor at the Center for Advanced Migration Studies at the University of Copenhagen and an expert on the securitization of European immigration policy, told Inter Press Service that “the Arab Spring brought with it the fall of dictators, who up until that point had been key allies funded by the EU, containing sub-Saharan and Middle Eastern migrants before they could reach European territory.” Since then, he said, “it seems that the EU has been looking to establish similar systems of control.”35

The EU became central in funding, encouraging, and pressuring EU nations to isolate and imprison asylum seekers. In January 2013, Frontex acknowledged that it was working with the world’s leading arms and security manufacturers, such as Lockheed Martin and L-3 Communications, to find new ways to repel refugees coming from North Africa and the Middle East. “The European border security policy is going in the wrong direction,” German Green MEP Ska Keller told Inter Press Service. “Against a background of pervasive budget cuts and austerity measures, it is unbelievable that the EU is spending millions of euros for ‘smart gates,’ UAVs [drones] and other surveillance technologies.”36 With little press coverage or other scrutiny, EU member states were being encouraged or forced to buy market-ready equipment from pre-approved firms.

The monitoring and documenting of migrants has generated a large industry. The EU has led the charge in working with corporations that have been very willing to develop and hone methods for repelling the desperate hordes. “Smart Borders” was one tool to identity visa overstayers, which used biometrics and collated a database of personal information. This program was part of EUROSUR, the European External Border Surveillance System, which was designed to build cooperation between Frontex and EU nations. France’s Thales and Sagem, leading defense companies, were central to this approach to security and border protection, implemented by a Brussels elite that showed little interest in addressing the root causes of migratory flows.37 It was much easier to militarize the procedure, boosting a firm’s bottom line in the process. Fortress Europe was the result.

In addition, the EU was pushing a burgeoning drone industry to monitor Europe’s borders. In 2010, Frontex quietly placed on its website a message asking for expressions of interest in demonstrating “small UAVs (Unmanned Aerial Vehicles) and fixed systems for land border surveillance.”38 The Peace and Security Project, founded by the Institute of Peace Studies, released a report in 2014 that detailed massive Brussels backing “to remove the regulatory and technical barriers that currently limit the flight of drones in civilian airspace.” It stated that at least €315 million of EU research funding “has been awarded to drone-based projects, many of which are subsidising Europe’s largest defence and security industries and are geared towards the development and enhancement of tools for border surveillance and law enforcement.”39 The Greek government announced in 2014 that it would hire a drone to monitor the Aegean Sea, and remained keen to purchase its own unmanned machines from Israel and other states.

Privatizing security at Greek detention centers was just the first step; British multinational G4S,40 Mega Sprint Guard, JCB Security, Facility, and Swedish Systems Security all bid when tenders opened in 2014. Although the EU gave nation-states millions of euros annually to assist with processing and taking in asylum seekers, in reality Greece spent the vast majority of its share in 2013 on border security and detention centers. When the European commissioner for home affairs, Cecilia Malmström, visited a Greek detention center in 2013, the Greek press reported it as a signal that Brussels was happy to pay Athens for continuing its harsh policies.41

Despite the huge sums of money being discussed, it was unsurprising that Greece topped the Eurozone’s poverty rate. The austerity that had been implemented since 2008, including massive reductions in spending on areas such as healthcare and education, had meant that more than a third of citizens were living on less than 60 percent of the 2013 national median income.42

Debtocracies, not democracies, were what characterized twenty-first-century Europe. A French committee headed by one of the country’s leading economists released a report in 2014 that found 60 percent of French public debt was illegitimate, and that this was partly explained by reductions in the tax burden on the rich over the previous decades.43 The answer, the authors said, was to acknowledge that much public debt served private interests rather than the common good.

Even the IMF chief economist admitted that his organization’s prescription for Greece and other European countries had been a mistake. Olivier Blanchard issued a 2013 paper that acknowledged what went wrong, written in calm and precise language. “Forecasters significantly underestimated the increase in unemployment and the decline in domestic demand associated with fiscal consolidation,” it stated.44 Amazingly, Blanchard wrote that the IMF was largely blind to determining the role of their own economists when implementing its toxic medicine: “The short-term effects of fiscal policy on economic activity are only one of the many factors that need to be considered in determining the appropriate pace of fiscal consolidation for any single country.” In other words, there was a human cost to policies drafted in the halls of power. If history was any guide, it was hard to imagine the IMF departing from the neoliberal agenda embedded in its DNA.

The message was clear, if backers of austerity cared to listen: impose brutal policies at your peril. The EU had never been less popular in Greece, or in many other nations across Europe, and the prospect of a united continent far into the future remained less than guaranteed (or even desirable): too many citizens suffered at the hands of Brussels bureaucrats.45 Dutch-American sociologist Saskia Sassen argued that Greece was undergoing “economic ethnic cleansing”—a tactic that allows the downtrodden to be ignored and shunned in the name of renewed growth.46

Opposition to an auction of national assets was strong. Activists and locals challenged the privatization of some of the nation’s finest beaches, including on the islands of Elafonisos and Rhodes, in a desperate attempt to raise funds. “We are like a bankrupt housewife forced to sell the silver to save the family,” said one eighty-year-old supporter of selling the beaches. “Greece has no choice.”47 This was a view, backing privatization, shared by a minority who understandably craved a better life; but the recent history of outsourcing had been one of dismal failure, and it had not raised the amounts expected. The state had originally aimed to generate €50 billion by 2019, but that figure had been repeatedly revised under previous governments, falling to around €11 billion by 2016.

Insane policies, such as privatizing Greek water utilities, advocated by the Greek government in 2014, were wholly rejected by both the country’s highest administrative court and 98 percent of voters in an unofficial referendum on the matter.48 Interestingly, many Greek courts have opposed the government’s attempts to privatize, and slash jobs and salaries, as unconstitutional.49

The Canadian mining company Eldorado Gold had wanted to mine in Chalkidiki, in northern Greece, since 2012. Though the rights were sold as a solution to the country’s economic woes, locals and environmentalists recognized the destruction the plans would bring. The government pledged at all costs to “protect foreign investment in the country” and yet was happy to receive no mining royalties in the shabby deal (a stance opposed by Syriza).50 Civil unrest began in 2011 throughout the region and persisted for some time. The state turned on its own people, sending in riot police in 2013 in an unsuccessful attempt to destroy the protest camp. It was another example of ham-fisted policies being made on the fly by a ruling elite who took their instructions from wealthy interests. Syriza moved to block Eldorado’s plans when it won government. Convincing the international community that the nation was “open for business”—a mantra heard from Haiti to Afghanistan—was difficult. This was clear code for deregulation and outsourcing.

The New York Times editorialized in 2012 for the Greek people to stop complaining and get privatizing. It was far easier to blame the Greek people and let them suffer than to hold accountable the elites who had caused the crash. “While we sympathize with Greek protests against excessive austerity, we have no patience with politicians [code for Syriza] who continue to drag their feet over pro-growth reforms and privatizations.”51 The paper’s tone shifted after the 2015 election, expressing some sympathy with the long-suffering Greek people. It published a travel story on Athens in October 2014 claiming: “the city’s self-confidence and creativity are stirring again.”52 The evidence for this was a handful of new cafés and bars.

The biggest fire-sale in the history of state-owned assets started in 2010, when 70,000 lots were up for grabs. Major assets such as the country’s third-largest bank, Eurobank, were sold, and the government lost huge amounts of money.53 From beaches to islands, from vast estates to the government’s gambling company, the EU only agreed to release more bailout funds to Greece if it agreed to privatize even more, despite the previous efforts not having brought the benefits that had been promised. From the beginning, the government ignored stark warnings of the risk of rushing to outsource at rock-bottom prices without due diligence, leading to Russian-style oligarchs controlling the batch of assets.54

It was hard to disagree with the words of Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek when he explained in 2012 that the Greek people’s struggle was central to retaining a decent civilization: “It is one of the main testing grounds for a new socio-economic model of potentially unlimited application: a depoliticised technocracy in which bankers and other experts are allowed to demolish democracy. By saving Greece from its so-called saviours, we also save Europe itself.”55

Despite the failures, supporters of selling off Greece continued to make themselves heard. The chairman of the Hellenic Republic Asset Development Fund, Stelios Stavridis, told the Daily Telegraph that there was no other way to bring Greece back from the brink: “I’m an entrepreneur, not a politician, and I have been screaming my head off that this is all about growth, job creation, wealth creation. I am the anti-bureaucracy man: we need to bring in this money—there is no other way.”56 The manager of a golf course in the village of Afandou on the island of Rhodes, Vassilis Anastasiou, longed for authoritarian rule—a refrain I heard regularly from older Greeks nostalgic for the stability of the past. They made no mention of the accompanying repression, of course. Angry that a clubhouse at the golf course sat unfinished, Anastasiou argued that “at least under the military junta it only took three years to build that site.”57

But this was wishful thinking. Disaster capitalism in the guise of austerity caused unprecedented social harm. The suicide rate soared; a study from the University of Portsmouth found that 551 men had killed themselves “solely because of fiscal austerity” between 2009 and 2010.58 These numbers continued to climb in the following years. HIV infection also rose because funding for prevention had decreased. The Labor Institute of the Confederation of Greek Workers found that half of all companies were not paying their staff on time; both public- and private-sector workers suffered.59 The “cocaine of the poor”—a variety of crystal meth called sisa—ravaged those slipping through the cracks.60 Police slammed drug addiction by pushing those affected away from the city center. Prostitution was another inevitable byproduct of the crisis. The National Center for Social Research discovered that the number of people selling their bodies had increased by 150 percent between 2011 and 2013.61 Rates of child abuse were growing. For some, all of this offered a perfect travel opportunity. British-based Political Tours organized a “Greece and the Euro Tour”—a visit to various sites of struggle under austerity.

One day, walking through the middle of Athens, I saw a loud protest group outside the Greek Ministry of Finance. Hundreds of cleaning women were staging a sit-in to oppose the cutting of their jobs. Riot police had visited the site and made a violent but failed attempt to disperse the group. A G4S truck was parked nearby. Hundreds of protestors converged on the Ministry to offer solidarity with the women. They were determined and passionate as the public face of austerity. Some locals told me that this was the kind of resistance that inspired them. I was handed a flyer about the case: “It is obvious that to the Greek government and the Troika we are just numbers, not human lives.” Syriza announced that it would re-hire the cleaners.

A theme running through my time in Athens was the question of identity within Greece and Europe. This was a nation unsure about its place in the modern world, unable or unwilling to relinquish its brutal authoritarian past but led by figures who showed no hesitation in repeating the errors of past decades. Syriza was presented with the opportunity to change this reality. Imagination and bravery were usually in short supply—hardly an exclusively Greek problem. Disaster capitalism was used to impose punitive measures against anyone—immigrants, the working class—who craved a more equal society. Extreme austerity guaranteed a greater urgency in efforts to address the reasons why it was happening.

In Athens, I participated in an event on nationhood organized by a local art collective, the Libby Sacer Foundation, with best-selling Greek-Australian writer Christos Tsiolkas. In the anarchist suburb of Exarheia, in a large room in an upper-floor gallery, a group gathered to hear Christos and I talk about patriotism, asylum seekers, and rights.

I briefly introduced myself as an Australian, German, atheist, anti-Zionist Jew. The Greek-Australian translator for the event, who had lived in Greece since the late 1970s and never returned to Australia, asked me before it started why I was “anti-Semitic,” and I had to correct her that I was “anti-Zionist.” I explained that I never really feel part of any community, moving in and out of many, and that I found it hard to feel any sense of pride in Australia because of its consistent breaches of human rights at home and abroad. It was a view shared by many in the room who despaired at the country’s rightward turn and Golden Dawn’s success. Tsiolkas said that he felt similarly about Australia, arguing that the left routinely failed to speak to the working class in Australia and worldwide.

Much of the discussion for the next two hours consisted of audience members explaining that questions of identity in Europe were necessarily different from those in Australia, being part of a larger debate on European entity, whereas Australia was a continent by itself, though closely integrated with Asia. A number of people asked how we might get past the left’s distaste for patriotism, when it was so intimately connected to abuses during peace and wartime.

One of the most striking insights that emerged from the evening was a deep awareness that Greece had a dark, racist past and present. Syriza’s rise to power presented a unique chance to unwind decades of entrenched corporate interests, though serious challenges remained—not least that of controlling a police force and military innately disposed to repress the left, while many were sympathetic to Golden Dawn. European power brokers would not release Greece easily from the bonds of financial servitude.

Greece was a traumatized nation—distrustful of all politicians, reeling from years of extreme economic policies and the largest wave of migration since the 1950s. True independence, signifying sovereignty in relation to Brussels, required an accounting for past mistakes, the unraveling of a state apparatus that endorsed and defended bigotry, and the imagining of a nation that would welcome the stranger.
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Haiti: “If anybody here says
they’ve had help, it’s a lie”


The US is doing a lot of good things in Haiti.

Former Haitian prime minister Laurent Lamothe, 2012



I had never seen anything like it. Large parts of the Haitian capital, Port-au-Prince, remained in pieces years after a massive earthquake had ripped through it on January 12, 2010. The sheer devastation made the city look like a war zone, and life at street level was grimmer than I witnessed in Afghanistan, yet here there was no open conflict.

Half-destroyed buildings leaned precariously along the city’s roads; the street vendors selling wares in their shadows risked the very real possibility of injury or death. Ivy wrapped itself around cracked concrete, and massive amounts of garbage littered the streets. Water ran everywhere, along with sewage, spilling out of broken pipes that were yet to be repaired. Citizens foraged through the muck for anything useful. Around them roamed bony dogs. The devastating quake had left many roads impassable due to the rubble, while others were accessible but treacherous.

As I walked through the shattered city, I saw Haitians selling whatever they could: mobile phones, schoolbooks, homemade alcohol, belts, vegetables, and fruit. I observed women washing dirty shoes with a hose before dumping them on a pile marked “For sale.” I was overwhelmed by the foul smells, but also by the brilliant colors of people’s clothing and the structures still standing.

There was a skeleton of a large church that had partially collapsed during the quake and had been sealed with concrete. A few people had made their homes in tents at its perimeter. Men, with their children, begged for money. I was told that people used to shit in the church. When the stench became unbearable, the government locked them all out. Some 80 percent of Haitians were Roman Catholics, but many still practiced vodou, an indigenous faith.

Many other buildings were also still abandoned. A few bank branches had been rebuilt, but there was little evidence of other construction. It all felt decrepit and temporary, but I reminded myself that this was a city where over 700,000 people lived permanently; more people came here daily to buy and sell, to shop and socialize. The situation was grim when I first visited in 2012, and it had changed little on a return trip in 2014.

My white face stood out in Port-au-Prince, as it did elsewhere in Haiti, and many locals eyed me suspiciously as I walked through the destroyed city. I understood that, as a journalist, I was seen as a leech by people in developing countries—we came, we went. But some people approached me, wanting to send a message to anyone who would listen.

A man started screaming at me, then composed himself enough to say that every day his socks and shoes were wet because he could not keep them dry while trying to earn money for his family. He demanded that the government fix the city and make the place livable. He also told me he had little hope this would ever happen.

A woman in her forties wearing a floppy yellow hat and a black top also screamed at me, waving her arms to chase me away. She soon calmed down and explained that she wanted Haitian president Michel Martelly to “do something for me and my two kids, one of whom is crazy.” She motioned behind her to where she was forced to earn a living—the squalid, waterlogged space where she tried to sell toys. She lamented that she did not have a house, clearly despairing.

The January 2010 earthquake lasted only thirty-five seconds but wrought incredible destruction. At least three million Haitians were affected—more than a million suddenly became homeless. The exact death toll had never been determined, but the official estimate had gone as high as 316,000. Decades’ worth of poorly built infrastructure collapsed, rendering vast swathes of Port-au-Prince uninhabitable. Yet, stunningly, the population rallied together in the Haitian tradition of youn ede lot, Haitian Creole for “lending a hand to each other.” With little or no government assistance, communities pooled their resources to help save people in the wreckage; keep alive the seriously injured; find food, utensils, and charcoal to burn for warmth; and create sleeping shelters in the streets. Makeshift clinics were established, with shop-owners handing out water, medicines, and other essentials. Young men and women worked to clear the rubble with their bare hands. And although there were some civil disturbances, principally due to frustration over a lack of local and international assistance, the nation did not descend into war.1

Haiti had long been portrayed as a country that could not function properly on its own, but the inhabitants’ reaction to the earthquake belied this. “The Haitian people put away their economic and political differences and worked together, in dignity and solidarity, to collectively survive,” wrote Mark Schuller and Pablo Morales in the introduction to their book Tectonic Shifts.2

Unfortunately, Haiti, like other poor nations, had long been at risk of exploitation, and the earthquake provided a significant opportunity for this to occur, as was evident from WikiLeaks cables released in 2011. Then US ambassador to Haiti, Kenneth Merten, headlined a February 1, 2010 cable “The Gold Rush Is On.” He went on to explain his excitement: “As Haiti digs out from the earthquake, different companies are moving in to sell their concepts, products and services. [Then] President Preval met with Gen Wesley Clark [the former US presidential candidate was working for a Miami-based construction company] and received a sales presentation on a hurricane/earthquake resistant foam core house designed for low income residents.” Merten concluded, after seeing countless US firms angling for business, that “each is vying for the ear of the President in a veritable free-for-all.”3

The gold rush for private enterprise started almost as soon as the earthquake ended, and ultimately meant that only a tiny percentage of USAID’s $1.8 billion of funding reached the pockets of ordinary Haitians. At a “Haiti summit” held in a luxury hotel in Miami a mere two months after the quake, private contractors—including the company Triple Canopy, which had taken over the notorious Blackwater’s contract in Iraq in 2009—jostled for opportunities.4

Lewis Lucke was appointed America’s special coordinator for relief and reconstruction in Haiti, and also the head of Washington’s earthquake relief effort. He was a veteran of nearly three decades in the US establishment, and a key figure in overseeing billion-dollar contracts for corporations while he was USAID mission director in post-invasion Iraq. Lucke stepped down from his appointments after only three months, but he went on to promote the reconstruction effort during an interview with the Austin American-Statesman newspaper, saying: “It became clear to us that if it was handled correctly, the earthquake represented as much an opportunity as it did a calamity … So much of the china was broken that it gives the chance to put it together in a better and different way.”5

His motives for quitting became clear two months later, when he inked a $30,000 per month deal with a Florida-based disaster recovery company, AshBritt,6 and a Haitian firm run by one of the country’s wealthiest men, Gilbert Bigio. Lucke promptly secured $20 million in construction contracts and proudly told Haiti-Liberte that “just because you’re trying to do business doesn’t mean you’re trying to be rapacious. There’s nothing insidious about that … It wasn’t worse than Iraq.”7

It was just the latest example of canny capitalists sifting through the ashes of a disaster, looking for business opportunities.

“True political freedom is as limited in Haiti as it is anywhere on the planet,” wrote Canadian author Peter Hallward in his book Damming the Flood: Haiti and the Politics of Containment. “It is limited by the fragility of an economy that remains profoundly vulnerable to international pressure.”8

The reasons for this fragility were found in the twentieth-century history of the country, when the United States maintained successive brutal dictatorships that benefited local and foreign elites at the expense of the Haitian majority. It was colonialism with the bloodiest of hands. Paramilitary groups were a common phenomenon in Haiti throughout these decades, and they remained a troubling weapon in the current government’s armory.9 Free speech was still far from protected, and journalists faced constant harassment.10 The reconstitution of the Haitian military in 2014 rang alarm bells for a nation facing no visible external threats and with a history of internal repression against its own citizens.11

Haiti was the first slave country in history to overthrow its rulers successfully. February 1794 saw the abolition of French colonial rule, and in 1804 Saint-Domingue became independent Haiti.12 It was a success constantly mentioned with pride during my visits, a reminder of a period in history when the people stood up and were not answerable to anyone except themselves. It was the kind of sovereignty the country’s citizens said they craved again. Unfortunately for Haitians, this period came to an end in 1915, when the United States invaded and occupied the country, paving the way for the installation of the dictator Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier as president in 1957, and his replacement, upon his death fourteen years later, with his son and fellow dictator, Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier. The CIA had found a willing partner, and Baby Doc was only nineteen years old when he assumed power.

It was a surreal experience driving past the large home of Baby Doc up in the hills overlooking Port-au-Prince, knowing that there was little international pressure to prosecute him for all the brutality and human rights abuses that occurred during his rule from 1971 to 1986. He returned to Haiti in 2011 after years of exile in France and lived in carefree luxury. Duvalier, unlike the many African despots targeted by the Hague, remained a friend of the West and was therefore largely untouchable, though a Haitian court in 2014 pleased survivors of his reign of terror by agreeing a case could proceed to investigate serious allegations of torture and killings. He died in October 2014 having never faced justice. At his funeral, protestors raised signs that read, “You cannot forget what the Duvalier dictatorship did to the country.”

In his few media appearances, Duvalier appeared weak but defiant about his legacy. Like all dictators, he claimed he had saved the nation. In 2014, while at the Observatory in Boutilliers, overlooking Port-au-Prince, I fortuitously met Duvalier’s lawyer, a large man who was socializing with the Haitian elite. Unsurprisingly, he said Duvalier was innocent of any allegations, though he proudly noted the closeness between two of his clients, Duvalier and President Martelly, a man who had run a popular nightclub for the military and the country’s elite during the Duvalier period. Word on the street was that Martelly protected Duvalier because their worlds had been intimately connected for decades.

Documents released by WikiLeaks in 2013 through its Public Library of US Diplomacy revealed that Washington increased sales of deadly weapons to Baby Doc during his rule, weapons that were ultimately used against Haitian civilians.13 The US embassy’s deputy chief of mission in the early 1970s was Thomas J. Corcoran. He wrote in a cable sent from Port-au-Prince on November 23, 1973, that “repression [had] been markedly and genuinely eased” and that there was a “clear desire to do more for the economic development of the country.” He argued that the Haitian military, which had been accused of plentiful brutality against their own people, should receive training “which will contribute substantially to advancing a number of our important interests in the region.” Decades later, little had changed.

The Duvaliers were devoutly anti-communist during the Cold War, and so Washington lavished them with financial support. Thanks to the financial and military support provided by the superpower, Haiti was ruled with an iron fist—dissent was crushed, the press was muzzled, and many thousands of people were killed. Peter Hallward wrote that in the 1970s, after Baby Doc had taken his lead from his father and declared himself “President for Life,” neoliberal policies were ruthlessly implemented, entrenching the state in poverty.

Hallward observed that America’s backing deepened


in exchange for providing the sort of investment climate [Baby Doc’s] patrons had come to expect—minimal taxes, a virtual ban on trade unions, the preservation of starvation wages, the removal of any restrictions on the repatriation of profits. In the mid-1980s these measures were supplemented by the beginning of the structural adjustments that would soon reduce Haiti’s public sector to a bare-boned shell while stripping its markets of protective tariffs.14



The facts of this stark example of American corporate pillaging were startling:


There were just seven foreign firms in the light assembly sector in 1967; twelve years later there were 51, and by 1986 there were over 300 US corporations working in Haiti. In real terms, average wages fell by around 50 percent between 1980 and 1990, and as import controls were removed, the value of US agricultural exports to Haiti almost tripled during the last years of the decade.15



This was disaster capitalism on a countrywide basis. In the 1980s, however, some organized resistance began to appear: small, local groups—organisations populaires—started providing services that the authorities were unwilling or unable to implement. There was also nascent public discussion of how a tiny thugocracy had given both the United States and the International Monetary Fund full access to a population on sustenance employment.

In 1990 the tide turned. A former Catholic priest, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, who pledged to rescue Haiti from decades of misery, was swept into power on a wave of popular support. New schools were built, along with much-needed infrastructure, and higher taxes were imposed on the rich. But Aristide’s reforms proved deeply unpopular with elements of the military and the elites who had thrived under the Duvalier dictatorship, and he was overthrown in a coup in 1991. A few years later he became president again, from 1994 to 1996, and again from 2001 to 2004—his last term cut off by a US-led coup.

The French and American governments, which had never been happy about the prospect of a truly independent Haiti, had long been intent on restoring a more compliant leadership in Port-au-Prince, and there was a limit to how much they could take. One of Aristide’s greatest mistakes, at least in the eyes of his country’s former masters, was to demand of France in 2003 that it pay back the massive amount of money extorted by French gunboats in 1825 for losses of colonial property. Haitian officials estimated that in today’s money it was equivalent to $21 billion.16 Such impudence from a former slave nation was unforgivable.

When he returned to Haiti in 2011 after seven years in exile, Aristide told Democracy Now! that the economic disaster of neo-liberalism “didn’t destroy the human values of the Haitian people, neither their dreams—not foolish dreams, but dreams of freedom for all, justice for all, food for all, education for all, health for all. Those are like a model, driving the Haitian people, moving forward despite … political catastrophes.”17

After the earthquake came the cholera. The first cases appeared in October 2010, and it soon turned into an epidemic. More than 9,000 Haitians subsequently died from the disease, while at least 712,000 had fallen sick. These numbers pointed to the failure of the United Nations and government authorities to solve the problem, and highlighted another aspect of the country’s vulnerability to exploitation.

The spread of cholera after the earthquake was expertly detailed by the New York Times in March 2012. Journalist Deborah Sontag reported that around 5 percent of the country’s population had been affected by the disease. She cited strong evidence that Nepalese troops, who had been brought in to assist the state as part of the UN stabilization force called MINUSTAH, had imported the cholera and contaminated a river next to their base through a faulty sanitation system. Within days, Haitians had begun dying. The UN initially denied the problem. Then, after the organization’s secretary-general, Ban Ki-moon, started talking about developing sanitation and water infrastructure, the UN bungled its response and left thousands of Haitians without adequate healthcare.18 In 2013, the UN remained unwilling to accept culpability, rejecting a legal claim for compensation issued on behalf of the cholera victims, and in 2015 an American judge reaffirmed the UN’s impunity.19 In 2013 the UN was unable even to raise a fourth of the $38 million required to purchase water-purification pills and other hygiene basics.20 It was a dark stain on the UN’s history, despite Ban pledging to raise billions of dollars more during his visit to Haiti in 2014.

Dr. Paul Farmer, co-founder of the NGO Partners in Health, told the New York Times that “this unfolded right under the noses of all those NGOs … Why didn’t they throw the kitchen sink at cholera in Haiti?” The answer to this question lay in bureaucratic problems, a lack of proper water-sanitation facilities, inadequate funds for Haitian health workers, and stonewalling by the UN. Basically, too few people were vaccinated and the cholera death toll continued to rise, fueled by other natural disasters.

In 2012, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), the world’s leading medical humanitarian aid organization, echoed the thinking that Haitian officials did not have the resources to cope with the disease—a fact explained to a large degree by decades of over-reliance on handouts instead of the building up of local facilities. Nonetheless, it demanded a more comprehensive response from the Haitian government, including the provision of clean drinking water and focused care for cholera victims. MSF rightly argued that it was not the organization’s purpose “to assume the responsibilities of the Ministry of Health and its international partners in managing the epidemic at a national level,”21 though they were happy to assist in any way possible. The NGO claimed that, up to that stage, it had treated more than 170,000 cholera victims, roughly 33 percent of the cases across Haiti.22

Cholera entered a country with an already poor sanitation system. It was a nation that employed manual laborers called bayakou who emptied the filthy cesspools of human waste under Haiti’s backyard toilets. Public health was so compromised that there was little government infrastructure to keep food and water away from infected waste (though one of the few Haitian government departments with a moderately decent record, thanks partly to US aid, was the Health Ministry, especially in the areas of child vaccination and HIV treatment).23 Around 60 percent of schools lacked toilets. Although a few international organizations, such as the United Nations and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, had argued for privatized projects since the cholera outbreak, there was little evidence of progress.24 A rare exception was the open-air clinics for cholera patients designed by a firm in Boston, MASS Design Group, and built by Haitians. These facilities aimed to combine clever architecture and health provision to reduce future epidemics.25

Put starkly, Haiti was a state that was terminally crooked when other nations were seen as more worthy of donor funding. “Even if the conscience of the world is no longer shocked by Haitian sickness and deaths,” the New York Times editorialized in April 2014, “the Haitian people still need the world’s help.”26 Nonetheless, when Haiti had received lashings of “help,” this generosity had done little but enrich foreign companies. To make matters worse, international donors remained unwilling to support a trust fund to allow the Haitian government to eradicate cholera with clean water and sanitation.27

The presence of cholera had exacerbated the deep unhappiness that many of Haiti’s citizens felt in regard to the presence of UN troops and their mandate to bring safety to the population. UN forces had been accused of countless violations, including the murder of more than thirty Haitians in the Cité Soleil community in 2006 and the alleged rape of a man by Uruguayan troops in 2011. It was therefore unsurprising that a 2012 survey conducted by the University of Haiti found that 70 percent of Haitians wanted foreign armed forces to leave the country within a year.28

To many of the nation’s inhabitants, the UN troops were just another example of foreign powers imposing their will on Haiti. Canadian academic Justin Podur, in his incisive book Haiti’s New Dictatorship, viewed this as an indication that Haiti remained a dictatorship and that its people “have no effective say over their economic and political affairs.”29 MINUSTAH, he argued, was an “internationalised military solution offered for what even the UN admitted were problems of poverty and social crime that occur in many places.”30

A WikiLeaks cable confirmed the real agenda behind the UN force. A 2008 document from the US ambassador to Haiti, Janet A. Sanderson, explained how MINUSTAH was an “indispensable tool in realizing core [US government] policy interests in Haiti.” She argued that one of the main threats that MINUSTAH helped to manage were “resurgent populist and anti-market economy political forces,” which could reverse the “gains of the last two years.”

Demands for compensation from the UN in connection with the cholera outbreak were growing, along with calls for the international body to develop strategies to protect the population properly, something its troops had so often failed to do. The fact was that although the former US ambassador to the UN, Susan Rice, claimed that UN troops had “helped provide a more secure and stable environment in Haiti, strengthened the country’s institutions, protected civilians and safeguarded human rights,”31 evidence of this was very slim. During my visits to Haiti, I constantly saw armed UN troops standing around in the hot sun, doing little more than sweating as they watched locals lay new asphalt on old roads. For many of the Haitians I spoke to, it felt like another occupation.

In 2014 I witnessed this reality by spending time with armed UN peacekeepers walking through Croix-des-Bouquets on the streets of Port-au-Prince. These men were from El Salvador and Peru, friendly and approachable, though they barely interacted with locals when I saw them, and the amount of time it took to organize the tour proved the degree of sensitivity to any media scrutiny. My questions about cholera, violence, and Haitian attitudes towards the UN were batted away with PR aplomb.

“Haiti is open for business,” said President Martelly in late 2011 as he opened a new industrial park at Caracol, in the north of the country, principally supported by Washington to the tune of hundreds of millions of dollars. Standing alongside former US president Bill Clinton, he then praised the huge amount of foreign—mainly US—investment that had entered Haiti since the 2010 quake. The “open for business” slogan was repeated when I interviewed the Haitian minister for commerce and finance, Wilson Laleau, a man who spoke passionately about foreign investment while acknowledging the dangers of not empowering locals.

Ironically, although planning for the industrial park had commenced in 2008, it was not until the earthquake struck two years later that it, and other projects like it, became a reality. The disaster swiftly attracted investment by other countries, in post-earthquake reconstruction or new building projects in which Haitians were barely involved in the decision-making process.

The United States and South Korea, for example, saw opportunities to help their own businesses make a profit by building clothing factories for companies such as Walmart in poor areas of the state. This was all just the latest incarnation of a tired old model that failed to deliver long-lasting benefits to locals, but instead delivered cheap labor to multinationals. This view was reflected in a scathing 2011 report by the media organization Haiti Grassroots Watch, which argued that Haitian workers were earning less than during the time of the Baby Doc dictatorship.32

The logic that had been employed was familiar from countries such as Papua New Guinea and Afghanistan. The owner of apparel maker One World, Charles Baker, even admitted to Haiti Grassroots Watch that the salaries he was paying his workers were too low. Baker also said that Washington was happy for foreign firms such as Gap, Levi’s, Banana Republic, K-Mart, and Walmart to pay poverty-level wages so that their bottom lines could soar, excusing their actions as a means of assisting Haiti through employment and skill development. After all, Baker claimed, low-level wages and skills were not going to be permanent features of the local economy, but would only be important for the next ten to fifteen years. “It’s a step,” he said. “We’re going up the stairs and it’s one of the steps.”33

The Economist was largely positive about the industrial park development, though it cautioned that President Martelly was a “politically inexperienced populist” who needed to change Haiti’s image from one of “eternal aid supplicant into one of a hard-working place.”34 The New York Times was more circumspect, writing on the third anniversary of the earthquake that the world had failed Haiti and that one industrial park was not a panacea. It highlighted the key problem with the open-for-business mantra: that Haitians felt “like bystanders in their own country.”35

Bill Clinton, who claimed to have a special connection to Haiti after honeymooning there with his wife Hillary in the 1970s, was appointed by President Barack Obama in 2010, alongside former president George W. Bush, to oversee the earthquake relief effort. But allegations of mismanagement were soon directed at the Clinton Foundation’s work in Haiti. The Nation discovered in 2011 that makeshift trailers provided by the organization, which were to be used as temporary classrooms and hurricane-proof shelters, had been badly built and contained dangerous levels of formaldehyde. In fact, the company that constructed the trailers, Clayton Homes, was sued by the US government after Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans for providing similarly defective trailers.36 Corrupt players moved from one situation of exploitation to another—disaster capitalism in motion.

There were exceptions. In 2014 I was taken on a tour of an inner-city Port-au-Prince development along the Champs de Mars by Harry Adam, the government’s director of the Unit for Housing and Public Construction at the Prime Minister’s Office. Some of the buildings were impressive, and the workers were all locals. Adam explained that they were trying to create a city from the ashes of the earthquake, and to do so sustainably.

Despite all the scandals that had enveloped Bill and Hillary Clinton in Haiti and beyond, they remained darlings of many in the liberal media. When Bill led the Interim Haiti Recovery Commission (IHRC) after the 2010 earthquake, he was answering to his wife in her capacity as US secretary of state. Haitian filmmaker Raoul Peck revealed footage in his 2013 film Fatal Assistance of a 2010 meeting when Haitian commissioners confronted Bill and claimed they had been marginalized by Western consultants. It was just another part of the Clinton gravy-train in Haiti that had started decades earlier, in the 1990s, when friends of the couple bought into Haiti’s state-owned telephone network. Clinton “had a particular fondness for places he mucked up as president,” former Associated Press journalist Jonathan Katz wrote in his book The Big Truck That Went By.

Patrick Elie, a Haitian activist and former secretary of state for public security in the Aristide government, was well aware of the influence of self-interested outsiders in his country. He told Democracy Now! a year after the January 2010 earthquake: “Haiti is controlled by a foreign government and foreign interests, the so-called international community.”37

I interviewed Elie at his home in Peggy Ville, a wealthy part of Port-au-Prince. When I arrived around noon, I found the gray-bearded campaigner drinking Scotch and smoking Marlboro Reds, colloquially known as “cowboy killers.” His home was filled with DVDs, books, and photos of his family. A copy of Chris Hedges’s book The Illusion of Empire testified to Elie’s love of history.

“I want to speak for the voiceless of Haiti,” said the former chemist who had found his calling in politics. “Since the American occupation of 1915, the US policy towards Haiti has never truly deviated. It has used different tactics—sometimes violence, sometimes more cunning—but it has kept a steady course, which is truly to remove Haiti’s independence, its self-determination. It has done so by undermining the Haitian small landowners who are really the anchor of Haitian culture, dignity, and autonomy. I see this project being pursued and accelerated these days. The US saw Haiti from the beginning as a reserve of cheap manpower. In the modern era, the task is how to starve the peasants so they can flock to the cities … [but] instead of sugarcane plantations, like years ago, there are these factories.”

Elie stressed that today’s Haitian leaders were little more than representatives of Washington in Port-au-Prince. “It’s mostly America that controls Haiti,” he said, although France and Canada were also prominent there. In late 2012, France gave €29 million to Haiti, money slated to implement border security and the rule of law. Canada, meanwhile, has sent more than $1 billion in aid to Haiti since 2006.

Elie also pointed to the new problems that were appearing on the horizon as the country’s resources were exposed. There were reportedly billions of dollars’ worth of gold, silver, copper, and zinc in Haiti’s northern hills. Canadian prime minister Stephen Harper had already encouraged his country’s NGOs to partner with mining companies when working in Haiti, in an attempt to pacify local communities about what was to come. Needless to say, according to Elie, the new gold rush, long anticipated by foreign mining companies and the country’s elites, would be a disaster. His concerns were eerily reminiscent of what I heard in Papua New Guinea: “It spells serious trouble for this country because the Haitian state is weak and so subservient to the international powers. The companies are greedy. Fertile land is going to be totally destroyed and polluted because they’ll be using cyanide and mercury.”38

“Our subsoil is rich in minerals. Now is the time to dig them up,” said then Haitian prime minister Laurent Lamothe in 2012. But the problem was that many of the companies looking to exploit the estimated $20 billion in gold and copper, such as Newmont Mining and Eurasian Minerals, had shoddy records, including Eurasian’s compromised copper-mining partnership with Israeli billionaire Dan Gertler in the Democratic Republic of Congo. His company claimed to have found huge deposits of oil there in 2014. Furthermore, the country had signed up to few of the international regulations for extractive industries, the bare minimum required to protect landowners from exploitation. Haiti Grassroots Watch discovered that a former minister of finance was now a consultant for Newmont Mining and had urged a loosening of the already weak mining laws.

Countless licenses had been purchased to explore large swathes of Haiti’s north. But, unlike in Bolivia, Peru, or Cuba, where more independent governments placed tighter restrictions on the ability of Western companies to exploit minerals and, in some cases, nationalized their resources, Haiti showed no indication of regulating the behavior of North American mining corporations. If anything, Port-au-Prince seemed happy to follow the West’s lead—a common complaint I heard was that white men were turning up in remote areas with a few black Haitians by their side, as if the latter were there purely to support the former’s benign plans.39

Advocates of a busy resources industry claimed that it was one way for Haiti to reduce its dependence on foreign assistance—the same argument I heard in Papua New Guinea. An alternative view has been articulated by Arnolt Jean, a peasant organizer who worked in an area near the Dominican Republic border. He told Haiti Grassroots Watch in 2012 that “what is underground could make us not poor any more [but] it’s the rich who come with their fancy equipment to dig it out. The people who live on top of the ground stay poor, while the rich get even richer.”40 Dozens of Haitian groups agreed in August 2014 to join a movement to oppose open-pit mining in northern Haiti. Collective Against Mining was a local organization that aimed to highlight the fallacy of profitable drilling. Bauxite was exploited in the 1950s and 1960s, but very little of the profits stayed in Haiti. History was often the best guide to the future.

Patrick Elie was passionately opposed to the machinations of disaster capitalism in Haiti, and he spoke frankly. “We are now in a situation where you have a regime that is trying to roll back history,” he said, “and go back to an authoritarian period where the people will be kept subdued and business can unfold and make money unchallenged … When they say Haiti is ‘open for business,’ they are defining a concept where this country will be run like a [business] enterprise, with the majority of the loot going to the chosen few and their international bosses.” A UN envoy to Haiti phrased this a bit differently, saying that the country was “not yet” prepared for foreign investment. Nigel Fisher added: “We can blame external partners for their slowness to pay the promised assistance.”41

Elie gave me a startling example of the way in which the Haitian government accommodated its overseas business masters, explaining how two mobile-phone companies, Digicel and Voila!, had merged in 2012 and thereby ended up controlling more than 95 percent of their market.42 “This reminds me,” Elie said, “of the Duvalier period, where everything was a monopoly for the friends of the regime. This is being done at the expense of the Haitian people, but also [by] a company in which the state owns 40 percent of the interest.” He lamented that, although there had been some vocal resistance to the merger, “a crowd is not a force.” Digicel claimed to be giving back to the community, opening a Marriotrun hotel in Port-au-Prince in 2015 and building schools, all plans backed by Bill Clinton.

Elie told me of his admiration for the Castros in Cuba, how they provided free healthcare and education and resisted the United States, offering Haiti an alternative model. He imagined the Haitian peasantry rising up to build a sustainable economy without relying on foreign handouts. This bottom-up strategy, which was anathema to the “solutions” currently imposed by corrupt politicians, was the dream of many Haitians I met. But it did not reflect the status quo enforced by Port-au-Prince and Washington.43

A common complaint I heard in Haiti concerned the fact that Washington subsidized its own rice farmers to the tune of billions of dollars, forcing Haitian farmers to sell their produce at a lower price than the imported goods. A more sustainable approach would have been for local rice farmers to expand their production to provide for the whole island, but coherent agricultural policies had not been a priority of the Haitian elites or the international NGO sector44—besides which, Washington would not allow it. As a result, at least 75 percent of the rice consumed in Haiti was imported,45 which imposed a big financial burden on locals because rice was a key component of the Haitian diet.

Even Bill Clinton recognized the insanity of the policy, blaming his own policies when in office, and calling on Washington to stop subsidizing its rice exports to Haiti. “I have to live every day with the consequences of the lost capacity to produce a rice crop in Haiti to feed those people,” he said in 2010, “because of what I did.”

Meanwhile, a lack of accountability had developed in the aid industry, especially in relation to USAID. The US government agency pledged $1.8 billion after the 2010 earthquake—the total global amount of support was $13.5 billion, enough to give every Haitian a check for over $1,000; but in reality much of this money ended up in the hands of local and foreign contractors without anything being given in return. USAID’s own inspector-general found in 2010 (and again in 2012) that 70 percent of the funds given to the large contractor Chemonics failed to deliver any key goals, and that far fewer Haitians were hired in the process than promised.46 This was despite Chemonics deliberately lying about its shoddy work in Afghanistan to ensure ongoing contracts. The company was contracted for over $200 million in Haiti.47 In 2012, Foreign Policy discovered that Chemonics, if it were a country, “would have been the third-largest recipient of USAID funding in the world in 2011, behind only Afghanistan and Haiti.”48 Another disappointing case was that of an Inter-American Development Bank–pledged program that was found to have rebuilt earthquake-damaged schools without any seismic protection.49

The US government constantly talked about being the world’s most generous nation, but its largesse was often intimately tied to military support. Nearly half of the $1 billion in humanitarian aid it provided to Haiti was handled by the Department of Defense. In addition, this money was often directed to contractors that had committed human rights abuses or fraud in Iraq, Afghanistan, and domestically.50 Although USAID head Rajiv Shah, appointed by Barack Obama, claimed that he was “no longer satisfied with writing big checks to big contractors and calling it development,” there was little evidence of change. He left the organization in 2015. Obama signed into law in 2014 the Assessing Progress in Haiti Act, stipulating regular progress reports to Congress, but concrete progress was hard to detect.

One company, Agility Logistics, received more than $16 million in contracts despite being under indictment at the time for overcharging the US army by over $1 billion. Another firm, MWH Americas, which was found to have overcharged the city of New Orleans after it was devastated by Hurricane Katrina, secured a lucrative engineering contract through USAID to investigate the feasibility of port infrastructure in northern Haiti. The US Department of Homeland Security awarded GEO Group a no-bid contract for “guard services” in 2010, despite the company having been found guilty of countless breaches of care in its treatment of prisoners in the United States. The company was one of the biggest campaign contributors in the 2002 and 2004 election cycles, and had given more than $4.5 million to candidates between 1999 and 2014.51

The ability of suspect companies to achieve such outcomes was directly related to the huge amount of government lobbying that they performed—for MWH Americas, that meant $1.2 million worth of lobbying in 2010 alone.52 There was no transparency when it came to such activity. Even US company DynCorp, condemned for its work in Afghanistan and Iraq, was able to secure a $48.6 million contract from the US government in 2013 for providing troops to support the UN Haiti mission.

Another fundamental concern for many Haitians I met was the unwillingness of foreign players to empower local people economically, which would prevent the profits being made from continually flowing out of the country. The US-based Center for Economic and Policy Research (CEPR) found in 2011 that


only 0.02 percent of contracts from USAID have gone directly to Haitian companies, while the largest contracts have gone to for-profit development contractors in the form of “high-risk” indefinite quantity contracts. The overwhelming majority of contracts are for companies in the Washington DC area. The percentage that has gone to local firms in Haiti is even lower than USAID’s worldwide average, which over the past three years has been 0.63 percent.53



Another report released by CEPR, in April 2013, claimed that details of the vast majority of US aid to Haiti were unavailable to the public and resided in a “black box,” despite USAID having launched a program called USAID Forward to reform its programs. The report recommended including Haitians in “project design and implementation,” increasing contract monitoring, and translating all relevant information into Haitian Creole and distributing it throughout Haiti.54 Perhaps Haiti should follow the lead of Bolivia, who threw out USAID in May 2013, claiming the organization was conspiring against the country. President Evo Morales said that Washington “still has a mentality of domination, of subjugation.”

Hillary Clinton, during her 2009 confirmation hearings for the position of secretary of state, admitted that USAID had “turned into more of a contracting agency than an operational agency with the ability to deliver.” It seemed that everyone recognized the problem, but no one seemed willing or able to address the situation. In the meantime, Haiti, whose people craved independence, suffered the burden of innumerable USAID officers whose job it was to manage contractor agreements.55 Worse still, the companies that had achieved the least continued to win contracts. Somehow, by lobbying the right people in power, they became controversy-proof, immune to the consequences of poor performance.

The only way this situation could improve was if international monies were used to foster local civil institutions and indigenous organizations. If this did not happen, it would be clear that the aid agendas of Washington and its allies were more about enriching donors and friends at home than meeting the needs of developing nations. The simple fact was that too much of the money disbursed to Haiti after the 2010 earthquake to perform essential work had either disappeared or remained unspent, mainly due to corruption and mismanagement.56 And this went to the heart of the desires of disaster capitalists, whose rhetoric rarely matched reality and whose pledges of financial support were principally about lining the deep pockets of multinationals. Too often, journalists provided media cover for the scam, publishing company press releases as news. Despite decades of American “help,” the Washington Post editorialized in 2014 that Haiti needed more of it to avoid “predictable calamity.”57 No comment was made on the disastrous outcomes of previous Washington-led interventions.

All of this made Haitians feel invisible. It was a view offered by Yanick Etienne, an organizer with the Haitian group Batay Ouvriye (roughly translated as “workers’ fight”), which had been established to protect the locals employed at the country’s industrial parks. I interviewed her at her home near the center of Port-au-Prince, where Etienne talked about the curse of foreign aid. She said that tens of billions of dollars had entered Haiti in the last three decades, but estimated that only a few percent had directly assisted residents. She believed that Western private companies and NGOs such as the Clinton Foundation, the UN, and the Haitian government itself had practically colluded to keep the country addicted to privatization and aid. They had done this by continually outsourcing jobs and services to the same inept corporations, and spending too much of their resources on salaries, accommodation, and transport for foreign aid workers. Little time, energy, or money was devoted to developing civil infrastructure and improving the lot of the average Haitian.

“We don’t plan here,” she said, exasperated. She did not want aid companies to leave tomorrow, but she saw the destructive side of decades of the “same failed policies” being continually implemented. In Haiti, this had resulted in an unofficial unemployment rate of 39 percent, though it was likely far higher. Even where job opportunities had been created, such as in the industrial parks developed outside Port-au-Prince and in the north of the country, poor living conditions—cramped accommodation, a scarcity of fresh water—was the norm.

Etienne was worried that one of the main aims of developments such as the industrial parks was to move people out of overcrowded Port-au-Prince, banishing them to areas with little infrastructure. She also suggested that Washington was keen to point to “progress” in Haiti, after many years of backing dictatorships, and so with the help of multinationals it pushed the Haitian authorities to build showcase factories—using cheap labor, of course.

“We are an occupied nation,” Etienne said, referring to the ubiquitous UN, aid organizations, and NGO staff. She was particularly opposed to the presence of UN personnel, whom she collectively deemed a “foreign military force,” because they were here, she said, “to make sure the economic and political models are implemented. We receive democracy second-hand. We are not independent [enough] to make decisions. The Haitian government and the International Monetary Fund are complementary, even though they’ve been implementing these policies for over thirty years without positive [results]. We’ve still got shantytowns, and poverty is rampant. The so-called investment they’re promoting just doesn’t work. We need to rally all the forces to oppose this, from the masses of people, and say that another Haiti is possible.” Thankfully, after the 2010 earthquake, when the IMF wanted to force new loans on the country, public pressure forced the organization to drop Haiti’s existing debt to the group. It was worth $268 million.

Etienne began to talk admiringly of the Arab Spring, of citizens rising up against tyranny. I wondered what she thought about the situation in the Arab world today—engulfed in extremism and authoritarianism, with the notable exception of Tunisia.

I wanted to see the industrial park at Caracol. It was a long journey. I left Port-au-Prince at 6 a.m. with a driver, a man in his thirties who kept a pair of headphones clamped on his ears, and a fixer and translator, Yvon, to help smooth the trip.

It was still dark as we drove through the city. We passed makeshift homes made from mud, sticks, and whatever usable rubbish could be found, desperate constructions that offered little protection against rain, heat, or humidity, let alone another earthquake. This ugly city looked unloved, beaten, and dirty, the air filled with dust. As another day began, shopkeepers—men and women of various ages—sat or stood beside their small wooden stalls. People sold whatever they could, wherever they could. When we stopped at one of the few traffic lights or came to a standstill in the almost constant traffic jam, women appeared with their arms outstretched, offering fruit, vegetables, soft drinks, and little sealed bags of water.

As we reached the outskirts of Port-au-Prince, the sun rose and the landscape changed. The rubbish, filth, and squalor transformed into a vista of lush land and perfectly blue sky. Strikingly green rice fields lay alongside the road. Workers in the distance tended their crops. It was beautiful and calm, but we had little opportunity to enjoy it. The man behind the wheel of our battered old Suzuki four-wheel-drive liked to speed, and he drove erratically. We asked him several times to slow down, but he ignored us, flying over the many speed bumps. Our suspension seemed to be gone, my seatbelt did not work, and the air-conditioning was non-existent. As we approached a market with a bustling crowd, our driver was going too fast to avoid hitting another car. The impact, though minor, was still a shock. As our driver looked back over his shoulder to assess the damage he had caused, he unwittingly steered our vehicle towards another accident. We hit a large bag of charcoal hanging off a truck, sending dozens of pieces in through our windows. Again, the impact was not serious, but it disorientated me—I initially thought we had hit another car, or perhaps a person.

We continued along hot, cracked roads that led over a stunning mountain range filled with rolling hills and coconut palms. We passed many small villages, some with decrepit shacks half-submerged in water. We eventually reached the outskirts of Cap-Haitien, the country’s second-largest city, where we saw more shops and dusty tracks. Less than an hour later we reached Caracol. Mountains sat in the distance, and scrub and dirt covered the ground. Signs dotted the roadside displaying images of the shiny new industrial park and praising the facility. We occasionally stopped to ask people for directions to the park, and found that everyone knew exactly where it was. We were told by some of its supporters that it would become one of the country’s largest employers.

Ten minutes out from the park, we saw row upon row of houses being built for the facility’s workers in various stages of construction. The landscape offered a striking vista, strangely enhanced by the sun shining down on the wooden homes. But while the dwellings probably offered better conditions than many of the workers had experienced before, they were still small, and had little room separating them. A peer review by US architect Greg Higgins found the housing project “extremely dense and monotonous,” accusing it of “violating numerous principles inherent to sound urban design”—not least being potentially unsafe during a storm or earthquake. 58 This was hardly a model environment for future prosperity. Critics claimed it would simply be a different kind of slum.

When we started filming the houses, two men sped over and asked what we were doing. We explained we were journalists, which I proved by showing my pass, but they told us we had to leave, that “as journalists you should know that you can’t just go anywhere without permission.” We asked the men who had been contracted by USAID to oversee the construction whether there was anyone else we could ask about gaining access, but they said it was impossible.

As we left, we passed a housing development that had stalled due to the failure of a Minnesota-based company to produce affordable residences.59 “Lots of money, few results,” commented a local deputy mayor, Pierre Justinvil. “Look, I personally, with my own hands, have just built a whole school for less than the cost of one of those houses, and more quickly. I think we Haitians need to take the wheel.”60 By 2015, Haitians had moved into these properties only to discover they were falling apart. The situation was so grim that the US government was suing the contractor. Even USAID auditors reported in 2014 that the properties “had noticeable problems.”61

We drove on towards our destination. Suddenly we were on a sealed road, newly laid and smooth—an indication that we were heading in the right direction. We finally reached the entrance to the industrial park, where Haitians were milling around. Nearby were some air-conditioned shipping containers where the facility’s executives worked. We met Alix Innocent, a representative of the South Korean company Sae-A, which was running the park.

Innocent was a local man who told us that he would not speak about the politics of the park’s construction, only about the efforts being made to address various concerns at the site. “There are social and environmental issues, but we’re dealing with this,” he told us. “The farmers pushed off their lands are [going to be] paid compensation. I really enjoy working with them, and we aim to replace their livelihood. The Inter-American Development Bank is currently working out a master plan to manage the environmental issues.” I asked why this was only happening now, when the site was nearing completion, long after allegations of water pollution and ecosystem damage first arose, but he gave little in the way of a response. Instead, Innocent passed me manila folders full of pamphlets in French explaining the benefits of the park. They included a large map detailing the dozens of factories that would be used by foreign investors such as Gap, Walmart, and Target to produce garments for Western consumers. In 2012, when she visited the site, then US secretary of state Hillary Clinton claimed the project would create 130,000 jobs.

When I visited Haiti in 2014, Caracol’s managers, Sonapi, gave me internal documents that outlined the supposed progress of the industrial park, but all they did was confirm the inertia of the project. Sae-A was still the largest employer, with 2,300 workers, and a handful of other corporations were present or considering coming. Around 5,000 workers secured employment. These were paltry numbers, after all the hype.

Ignored within the mountains of self-promotion was the fact that around 300 farmers, who grew produce such as beans, had had their land acquired without consultation. They were simply told to move and were not given any assistance to relocate.62 Insult was added to injury when the US consulting firm contracted to find a site for the industrial park stated in 2010 that the chosen area had “large stretches of relatively empty land.” Even the mayor of Caracol, Landry Colas, was bemused: “I would have chosen another site, given that this one was already occupied by people earning a living. But I’m no expert.”63 One farmer, Jean-Louis Saint Thomas, told the New York Times that he had been devastated when the Haitian government started evicting other landowners. “We watched, voiceless. The government paid us to shut us up,” he said.64 Many of the farmers were still waiting for the promised alternative plots of land.

Innocent accompanied us on a tour of the site. We saw massive white warehouses expected to house the thousands of workers. Sae-A claimed that 65,000 people was their goal on the 246-hectare site. Only one of the factories was operating—the rest were still being built; and as we slowly drove past it, we saw large whirring fans on the exterior and hundreds of workers busy inside. We asked to go in, but Innocent said we couldn’t without permission from the owner. He took us instead to a nearby, still-empty warehouse, where the only activity was that of trucks rumbling by outside. A guard loitered at the entrance, carrying a shotgun. The empty space inside was surreal because of its size and silence.

We said goodbye to Innocent, but before we left we again tried to get inside the operating factory. Advertising-themed signs decorated the building, such as “Sae-A Loves Kids” and “Sae-A Loves Haiti.” It was late afternoon, and hundreds of Haitian workers started to emerge, mostly men in brightly colored clothing. As they streamed towards the park’s exit, they checked their mobile phones and talked to each other. We approached the open door, from where the textile machines and their clean surrounds were clearly visible, then walked inside. But a friendly Haitian security guard asked us to leave, saying he would get into trouble if we stayed without permission. It struck me that this nondescript, well-maintained facility would probably not look out of place anywhere in the world, and I wondered if this was the face of the modern sweatshop.65

I spoke to some of the female workers as they were leaving. The women, mostly in their twenties and thirties and uniformly thin, earned a paltry $4 per day—$5 was Haiti’s official minimum daily wage. Of this money, half went to transport and food, leaving $2 in each worker’s pocket. My translator was outraged that his fellow locals were working for such a pittance. He told the women that they should be angry, that they didn’t have to work for these low wages. The women just looked at him with a mixture of exhaustion and frustration. Unions were weak in Haiti, and work was desperately needed—a combination that allowed the multinationals to do what they wanted. Workers Rights Consortium released a report in 2013 that found workers at Caracol were being paid 34 percent less than the minimum wage specified by federal law.66 Although Haiti officially raised its minimum wage to $5.23 per day in 2014, workers at factories producing clothing for Gap and Walmart still found their wages being stolen by unscrupulous employers.

The women piled into a number of tap taps—the small pick-up trucks that served as shared taxis in Haiti. Some travelled to Cap-Haitien, where some housing was provided by Sae-A. Others stayed in makeshift accommodation near the factory. Most had family in areas far away from Caracol and rarely had the chance to visit them.

The industrial park at Caracol was part of an alarming trend in which multinationals targeted cheap labor in countries that had little political will or muscle to protect their workers and regulate development projects. And the trend was growing, thanks to the enthusiasm of businesses like Sae-A. “Investors still do not believe or understand the value and potential of Haiti as we do,” said chairman Kim Woong-ki in 2011.67 Some of the company’s executives considered themselves “frontiersmen.”68 Their excitement had been heightened by the fact that, through a public-private partnership, US taxpayers had invested over $100 million in the project. Of course, the backers of the park were not interested in helping poor Haitians get on their feet, although they cited job creation while promoting their company as a good corporate citizen. Rather, their obvious priority was to extract the maximum benefit from the Haiti Economic Lift Program, which allowed textiles to enter the United States tariff-free, as well as the US–Korea Free Trade Agreement.69

US scholar Alex Dupuy notes that the Caracol project “has absolutely nothing to do with creating a sustainable growth economy in Haiti,” one perhaps based on key farming crops such as coffee, corn, beans, sugar, and rice. “It’s about tapping a source of cheap labor. They [corporations] did the same thing in Port-au-Prince, which had people leaving the countryside because of the free trade policies that have devastated the Haitian agriculture sector. So the fear … that the region will be flooded [by multinationals] is very real.”70

Economic exploitation had been thrust on Haiti. I obtained documents from both the World Bank and USAID, published in 2011, detailing “strong investor interest” in the country.71 One report predicted the creation of 380,000 jobs by 2030, principally through “integrated economic zones,” or industrial parks. Two USAID “action memorandums” from April 2011 showed plans to construct a power plant near Caracol in the north of Haiti, to support a US-backed industrial park. In 2014 USAID promoted the success of the plant but conveniently ignored the failure of the park to provide job security or decent wages.

In fact, Washington’s role in facilitating Caracol’s industrial park was reminiscent of the era of the Duvalier dictatorship, when the US government viewed Haiti as “the Taiwan of the Caribbean.” It was a time when massive slums were created to house the workers in Port-au-Prince. History now seemed to be repeating itself. Sae-A had a record of appalling labor practices in Guatemala and Nicaragua, which included crushing unions and threatening employees. But Washington only cared about so-called “progress” in Haiti, whatever the human costs.72

These facilities had media backers. The Wall Street Journal columnist Mary Anastasia O’Grady, a long-time fan of right-wing South American dictatorships, wrote in 2015 about visiting Caracol. She urged that private companies such as Sae-A be given more latitude to make money in Haiti, with no checks on their labor practices, apparently guaranteeing more jobs for “eager” Haitians.73

Powerful Haitians added their support to new developments. I interviewed George Sassine, the founder and manager of the Caracol initiative, who was involved in other projects across the country. Sassine was in his mid-sixties and worked out of a surprisingly dingy, sunlight-starved office in central Port-au-Prince. His desk was buried under piles of manila folders, and next to it was a small table where a PC sat. His assistant hovered around him for the entire interview.

Sassine was a smooth talker. He told me that he and other local businessmen had pushed the idea of Haitian industrial parks and other economic initiatives for years, lobbying various members of the US Congress. In 2006, this resulted in the Hope Act, a set of special trade rules that enabled the tariff-free sale of Haitian textiles in the United States, in exchange for the preferential treatment of American imports. But it was only after the 2010 earthquake that the Obama administration helped him to get the industrial park project off the ground. Naturally, he was quick to seize the business opportunity that the natural disaster presented.

Sassine argued that previous Haitian governments had failed to prepare the country adequately for a sustainable future. He spoke about the restoration of national sovereignty, refuting the suggestion that the United States controlled Haiti and arguing that USAID supported positive programs. As for the Caracol industrial park, Sassine said that there were few environmental issues with it. He also said that Sae-A was vetted and told that it had to abide by certain laws regarding workers’ rights and the compensation to be paid to farmers. When I raised the matter of landowners being stripped of their property, he responded loudly with, “Nobody rejected it [the industrial park]!”

“When you have an industrial park, it’s like a shopping center,” Sassine went on to explain. “You need to have big players. Sae-A is one of the largest garment manufacturers in the world and is vertically integrated, from designing to making their own fabric, so this is the perfect fit for us. I visited South Korea at least eight times over two years. We had a lot of support from the US administration, and if I may drop the name of Ms. [Hillary] Clinton, she convinced former president Bill Clinton, and when he talks people can’t say no to him.” Both Hillary and Bill, using their long-term connections to Haiti and corporate interests, helped persuade key stakeholders to develop the park.

Sassine predictably argued that less regulation would allow the country to develop. “It means understanding that the investor is a customer,” he said, “and the customer is always right … The foreigner or local is investing and risking his money, and you have to listen to him.” True to form, in 2009, when Sassine was the head of an organization of Haitian industrialists, he complained about the Haitian government doubling the minimum wage to $5 per day, claiming it would cost jobs.

Sassine acknowledged that industrial parks were not the only way to get Haiti moving again. He talked about supporting local agricultural projects, adding that the Clinton Foundation regularly backed such ideas. But his main goal, he said, was the mass production of cheap goods for export. Such rhetoric led to his departure from the position in 2013, due to the government being unhappy with his progress and unionists being upset that some of his textile bosses were firing workers for organizing protests.

The theme of unregulated capitalism was repeated at a conference I attended in Port-au-Prince in 2014. “Restore Haiti” was an event mounted by the Christian organization Partners Worldwide, held at one of the city’s finest hotels, in the elite suburb of Petionville. It attracted local and foreign business leaders to discuss new opportunities for the economy. Delegates heard how to make money in the Caribbean nation. George Andy Rene, managing director of the government body Investment Facilitation Center, repeated the mantra that had been popular with the government since it had taken office in 2011: “Haiti is open for business.” “We need to counter the negative image of Haiti in the global media,” he said. Another speaker was delighted to announce that forty more industrial parks were on the cards to “exploit Haitian labor.”

However, Texan Christian entrepreneur Fred Eppright, of Bridge Capital, issued a blunt warning: the international image of Haiti remained in desperate need of improvement. By all means support Haiti, he said, but be aware of the risks. He later told me that Haiti needed “saving,” and that capitalism was the only way to achieve a brighter future.

[image: images]

The National Palace in the center of Port-au-Prince was a symbol of political freedom to Haitians. Although its latest incarnation was completed by American architects in 1920, during the US occupation of Haiti, it became the place where countless citizens rallied to publicly voice their views. But it collapsed during the 2010 earthquake—video footage of the event showed terrified workers running for their lives as massive pieces of concrete crashed to the ground. Since then, the ruined building had come to represent the lack of sovereignty experienced by many Haitians.

A European filmmaker whom I met in Port-au-Prince, Alice Smeets, told me that an NGO founded by actor Sean Penn, the J/P Haitian Relief Organization, had been charged with demolishing what was left of the palace and removing its rubble. She explained that the fact that Penn’s organization was doing the work, rather than a local company, had deeply upset many Haitians. They saw it as yet another sign of loss of control over their own affairs. The federal government, meanwhile, was simply happy to outsource yet another job.

A Haitian friend of Alice’s who lived in a poor area of Port-au-Prince wrote to Penn to complain about his organization’s involvement in clearing away the palace. Penn responded angrily, writing to tell the man that he did not understand his own country, and that Penn’s organization was actually partnering with locals to do important work. This was true, but it did not address the problem of having a foreign company demolish a place about which there was great indigenous sensitivity.

I was in Haiti when the work by Penn’s group began. After constantly hassling President Martelly’s communications director, Enrique Mari Chaparro, for access to the site, I was allowed in a few hours before flying out of the country. I waited outside the ruins for Chaparro, and he finally appeared, dressed in a suit and tie, his beard carefully manicured. He had worked as a journalist in Spain and France before advising Martelly during the 2010–11 election campaign, and he was now a close aide of the Haitian president. As workers gathered near some cranes, I noticed Haiti’s first lady, Sophia Martelly, standing nearby, and she called Chaparro over for a brief chat. (Later, after looking around the palace, I caught a brief glimpse of the leader himself as he stepped into a dark-windowed SUV, which moved off down the road followed by countless armed men in cars and on motorcycles.)

When I was finally able to ask Chaparro about the palace demolition work, he said, “Sean Penn is an official ambassador to Haiti. He’s had experience in clearing rubble and [in] demolitions, so it makes sense.” I asked if it mattered that a local group was not involved. “Locals are working on this,” he responded, pointing at the site. He was right, but only in the sense that Haitians were doing the hard labor while a number of American and French businessmen ran the show.

The palace was still an imposing building, despite being in a terrible state. Within a few days it was cleared, and the site remained empty until a replacement was eventually built.74 The structure’s famous dome tilted precariously to one side, seemingly about to fall to the ground.

Chaparro said that he was keen to foster international media interest in the country, in that Haiti would be portrayed in a different light. “It’s not just disasters and cholera,” he told me. “Haiti is now progressing and moving in the right direction. I understand as a journalist that bad stories sell, but there are many good stories here now.” I guessed he thought that the demolition of the palace was one such positive story, because it indicated progress and renewal.

But I disagreed. The controversy involving Penn’s NGO reflected a deep structural problem in Haiti—something I also saw in Papua New Guinea and Afghanistan. The NGO sector, including the nonprofit groups, often acted as a conduit that ensured business for Western firms. In March 2010, the self-labeled “politically neutral, non-profit” US company CHF International (now called Global Communities) said that “by contributing to Haiti’s reconstruction in a lasting, meaningful way, companies will be helping to build a new, more vibrant Caribbean market for their own goods and services.” Decoded, this meant assisting US businesses to exploit cheap labor, with US taxpayer dollars supporting the projects. After the 2010 earthquake, CHF ran “cash for work” initiatives that were condemned by human rights groups as being akin to the payment of slave wages.75 NGOs were not always the benevolent groups we had been led to believe they were.

The NGO-ization of humanitarian relief had been explained as an efficient means of assisting in post-conflict and natural disaster environments. Certainly, smaller organizations could sometimes provide lifesaving aid due to their being nimble and unconstrained by bureaucracy. But the idea that a centralized UN aid service, namely the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, could utilize any number of NGOs to deliver urgently needed help was not borne out by the facts. “In Haiti,” wrote the international head of MSF, Unni Karunakara, “the system is legitimising NGOs that claim responsibility for health, sanitation or other areas in a specific zone, but then do not have the capacity or know-how to carry out the necessary work. As a result, people’s needs go unmet.”76

The aid game was often designed to enrich the profiteer. Dr. Paul Farmer, founder of Partners in Health, explained that in Haiti the system was set up to benefit the contractor. “For things to go right, the rules of the road have to be re-written,” he said.77 Farmer’s organization founded a well-stocked university hospital in Mirebalais, sixty kilometers from Port-au-Prince, a public facility built by Haitian labor and advised by American volunteers.

In January 2013, a former Associated Press correspondent in Haiti, Jonathan Katz—a rare journalist who realized that his job was holding NGOs to account for their grandiose claims and plans—told Democracy Now! that a key problem for the country, and for many other developing nations, was that local institutions were never properly developed, because “donor countries avoid local governments [and] fund through their own agencies, their own NGOs, their own militaries, and that weakens institutions.”78 So when another disaster hit, the state was barely there. Executive secretary of the Platform of Haitian Human Rights Organizations, Antonal Mortime, also condemned the lack of foreign NGO engagement with local partners. “We paid a historical price for being the first black republic in the hemisphere,” he told the Nation. “I think all these problems are linked to imperialism.”79

Another negative side-effect of the mass influx of NGOs in Haiti had been the dramatic rise in housing costs across the country, which were affordable for foreigners on high salaries but pushed locals out of the market. This was a common feature of disaster economies, and it was unsustainable because countless individuals and groups only stayed for six, twelve, or eighteen months before moving on to the next global crisis.80

In 2014 I visited a new government housing project called Village Lumane Casimir, an experiment in temporary housing for citizens affected by the earthquake. Situated near the massive new post-earthquake shantytown of Canaan on Highway 1, near Port-au-Prince, the colorful though tiny homes represented a small move by the Martelly administration to support struggling families. But residents complained of cracks in the houses. Families were moving in at a painfully slow rate. A planned market and factory had not been delivered. Dominican contractor HADOM Construction had failed to complete even 50 percent of the houses. The public was frustrated, and thousands of protestors vented their frustration with the stalled political process and lack of elections in 2014 (which had been due in 2011) by organizing continual marches through the streets, many of which turned violent. Presidential elections were scheduled for October 2015, with President Martelly constitutionally barred from re-running. His administration was mired in scandal, with many of his closest advisors accused of drug running, kidnapping, and murder.

Talking about assistance was not enough. There was the monstrous example provided by the charity Yele Haiti, founded by the Haitian-born US hip-hop star Wyclef Jean in 2005, but shut down in 2012. The artist wrote in his autobiography in that year that the organization was “Haiti’s greatest asset and ally” in helping the country to get back on its feet.81 The truth, however—uncovered by the New York Times—was a litany of corruption and mismanagement, with Haitians missing out on any tangible support after the earthquake.82 A New York attorney-general’s investigation found that millions of dollars in donations had gone to Jean and his friends. A hospitality firm sued the organization in 2013 for $100,000 in unpaid fees. If ever there had been a need for NGOs to be regulated just like banks and mortgage brokers, this was the time.83

In the countries I visited for this book, the use of distantly run, globally connected NGOs as a substitute for government planning had eroded the possibility of delivering truly beneficial services and assistance to the people who needed them. By contrast, NGOs that were locally accountable, internationally connected, and financially independent had made a difference and contributed to the greater sovereignty of those nations.84 A unique model in Haiti was the growth of the renewable and clean energy sector, in which local NGOs partnered with government departments to reduce deforestation.85

At least 350,000 Haitians remained in refugee camps more than three years after the 2010 earthquake, though many had been moved elsewhere by 2014. One of the largest camps, which housed around 40,000 people living cheek-by-jowl, was in Port-au-Prince’s Parc Jean Marie Vincent, on the site of what was supposed to be a sporting arena. It was called Sou Piste, which means “on the tarmac.” I arrived there to see armed UN troops wandering around, though I was later told that their presence rarely kept camp dwellers safe from local gangs and petty criminals. Their mandate—to provide stability—was incredibly vague, and their willingness to help individuals actively appeared to be low.

Entering the camp, I saw a handful of kids in various states of undress running around, tailed by mangy dogs, with bare and dirty feet and soiled faces. For many, their first memories will be of living in a refugee camp in the city of their birth. US and Israeli flags had been painted on a small structure near the entrance, though no one knew why, and a Digicel flag fluttered on a nearby pole. The smell of shit hit me. I walked towards a small amphitheater and found that it was covered in animal and human waste—the refugees came here to relieve themselves. Tents, mostly provided by USAID, dotted the landscape. Many refugees I talked to said this had been the extent of the agency’s assistance. “We’ve never seen anybody from USAID in this camp,” one man said. In one area, women stood around holding babies while men sitting at a makeshift table played dominoes. When a game ended, a strange ritual took place whereby the loser took a water bottle filled with small rocks and clipped it to his cheek.

Such was daily life in a Haitian “internally displaced person” camp. This life could quickly change, however, as the risk of forced eviction was ever present. The Haitian government routinely pushed thousands of people out of such camps and onto the streets, with no compensation or assistance.86 Either way, women faced the possibility of rape, a crime that was endemic inside and outside the camps. There were no accurate figures, but one study performed in 2012 found that 14 percent of Haitian households claimed that at least one female resident had been sexually assaulted since the earthquake, though the actual figure was almost certainly much higher.87 Officials rarely investigated such crimes, routinely blaming the female victims for what had happened.88

The NGO KOFAVIV was a leading female-run organization aiming to tackle sexual assault. The founders, Eramithe and Malya, had lost their homes in the 2010 earthquake and lived for a time in a tent city. They had countless men and women working in the camps to raise awareness of a rape hotline, counseling, and women’s empowerment. Tragically, they had been forced to move to the United States due to threats against them. Support from international donors was waning, with many looking for newer disasters to assist. The lack of long-term funding and infrastructure was a constant complaint among a range of local charities and organizations. “The world remembers us only when we are desperate, then moves on,” was a refrain I heard a number of times.

Malya told me when I met her in 2014 in Port-au-Prince that there was still a social silence around sexual assault in Haiti, but “the last years have seen authorities, including the police, starting to take the crimes more seriously.” One day I walked around the Kid refugee camp in the Christ Roi area of Port-au-Prince with KOFAVIV’s Georjhy. Thousands of citizens had been forgotten in this squalid area, where they had remained for more than four years. KOFAVIV’s male and female agents walked across the dirty, dusty ground to distribute pamphlets and information to young women, telling them that they had rights, pointing out that they had someone to call if they ran into trouble over sexual violence, promising a sympathetic ear.

Many slums faced similar problems. I spoke to three men at Sou Piste who said they had been at the camp since the earthquake. They were frustrated, saying they had received little support from anyone except the Red Cross, which had recently provided some essentials.89 As for the Haitian government, despite constantly having made promises to take action soon, it was invisible. The men were understandably opposed to more foreign aid and development money for Haiti because, they said, they never saw it.90

One of the men, Wilbert, was thirty-three years old and lived in the camp with his family. His young daughter, dressed in an orange dress and sporting dreadlocks, stood nearby, staring at us. He told me that he was unemployed and had yet to receive anything from his state or president. “Nobody is helping us,” he said. “We have heard about organizations helping people, but we’ve never seen anybody here. Life conditions are very difficult. We’re sleeping on the floor. It’s a mess. We have to blame the president’s office.”

Wilbert said that it was not safe to stay in the camp. “The president will not look at me,” he added forlornly. “If anybody here says they’ve had help, it’s a lie. We have nothing to do, so we play dominoes all day. You see many kids around you. They are supposed to go to school. We don’t have the money to pay for the school fees.”

All of the men were opposed to the industrial parks. One said people often had to have sex with a factory boss to secure a job. I also heard that pride stopped many people from taking a job because the wages were so low. This did not strike me as laziness, but rather as people demanding that their government finally take responsibility for them.

Another man invited me into the tent where he lived with his wife and five children. Some members of the family slept in bunk beds while the rest lay down on the rock-and-gravel floor. The man was a stonemason and traveled far every day for work. He was angry. He did not understand why no one had helped move his family to somewhere more secure and permanent. When it rained, everything flooded. He said there was violence over money, food, and other meager resources. I was aware that he was saying what he thought I wanted to hear, but there was no hiding his grim situation.

These camps were a severe indictment of the NGOs and the government in Haiti. Every person I spoke to in Sou Piste seemed politically savvy, yet they did not have any kind words for the UN or other NGOs. Some people said that they wanted the NGOs to leave Haiti because they did not know what they were doing here, apart from awarding contracts to enable various companies to turn a profit.

An aid insider who worked in Haiti but also spoke critically of the aid process was rare, but American anthropologist Timothy Schwartz was such a man. The intense fifty-year-old loved to talk, which he did profusely during our first meeting, at the busy Muncheez restaurant in the center of Port-au-Prince. Schwartz moved to Haiti in 1994 and divided his time between it, the neighboring Dominican Republic, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. He had written various reports for USAID and had alternately been loved and hated by them. After investigating the death toll from the 2010 earthquake, for example, he claimed it was actually far less than alleged. The official number of dead was estimated at more than 300,000, but he said it was really between 50,000 and 80,000. He contended that the figure had been grossly inflated to gain more international support—a claim that did not go down too well in some circles.

Schwartz explained how the exaggeration of such figures allowed NGOs and corporations to get more funds to solve problems that were not as bad as they claimed. He gave a second example: reports alleging that child slavery was a huge problem in Haiti, which, he said, was “simply untrue … the people doing the reports, claiming 400,000 child slaves in Haiti, know it’s untrue.” Schwartz said this was done to attract Western donor money, which was then siphoned off to pay for excessive salaries and other perks. This lack of NGO accountability affected every country I had visited during my investigation of disaster capitalism.

I arranged to continue my conversation with Schwartz in his Spanish-style house in Thomassin, an area in the mountains above Port-au-Prince. The drive to his place was along rocky roads with spectacular vistas. It was not hard to see why he stayed here.

After he greeted me, Schwartz picked up where he had left off in the restaurant. “The earthquake was a perfect opportunity for [the Preval government] to do the good things that they [were] talking about, such as decentralization and pump[ing] up peasant agriculture,” he told me. “There was no better moment for them to step up and buy all the peasant surplus and bring it into Port-au-Prince, because people needed food. But the international community flooded the country with food aid, not just for one month but for the next years. The [UN] World Food Programme rerouted the food to the maternal child health program.91 It was a clear flouting of the Haitian government and what they wanted. It was clear that Preval wasn’t running the country at that stage.”

Haiti’s sovereignty was again lost on the day the tremors hit, he told me: “What do you do when you have a country being flooded with all this goodwill and aid? Stand up and say ‘No’? If you do, you’re against the poor, victims, and earthquake survivors. I met the key World Food Programme senior staff here a year after the earthquake, and I said that there was no need for all the food. Everybody simply looked down. I honestly believe that all those people are sincere. They didn’t really understand and they were getting their information from the press or people on the ground. One thing that is happening in Haiti is [cries of] ‘Give me more,’ from the peasant to the person in the city to the politician to the NGOs. That’s the industry. When it comes to writing the NGO report, though, everybody does what they have to do—put a nice spin on it and say it was a success. You can’t give a donor’s report and say something was a horrible failure and we wasted this much money.”

I asked Schwartz again about his allegation that the number of people who were said to have died during the earthquake had been inflated, which he reconfirmed: “This was just one example of many of [the] radical inflation[s] of figures in the interests of more money for the NGOs. They [also] estimated initially there was … 10 or 20 million cubic meters of rubble, but the reality was far lower … around 3 million cubic meters. But the NGOs kept on getting the money from donors to clean it up.” And, what was worse, they had been ineffectual in doing so. Vast swathes of Port-au-Prince were still littered with debris, though less so when I visited in 2014.

Schwartz said that many USAID people he knew were genuine in their desire to make a difference here, but that the system was rigged against them and their plans. Haiti was not an independent country, Schwartz explained, because its policies were decided and dictated by Washington. When asked by academic Justin Podur whether the “aid industry” was doing more harm than good in Haiti, Schwartz had responded that it was, but then said: “We can’t cut off the aid because, however we got here, Haiti now depends on it.”92

In a chapter written by Schwartz in 2013 for a still unfinished book, he wrote that Haiti had a grim history for decades of NGOs invading the country, akin to missionaries. In the 1980s, “NGOs were turned into full-fledged US government, humanitarian aid contractors.”93 Little had improved since.

Indigenous development in Haiti had been largely absent for decades. Attempts were now being made to revive it, but with mixed results.

When I returned to the Sou Piste camp in 2014 I found it completely empty. The masses had been moved by the government to shantytowns in areas near Port-au-Prince, their problems shifted from the center of town to more remote locations. Discarded plastic water bottles and rubbish lay on ground that used to heave with human bodies. The grass struggled to grow in a dust bowl. These citizens were not now living more comfortable lives; they had mostly been transported to slums with little opportunity, farther from the center of Port-au-Prince. One of the prettiest slums from a distance was Jalousie, regularly photographed by visitors due to its multicolored, painted exterior. “Urban botox,” wrote journalist Amy Wilentz. In reality, it was a shantytown with few resources.

I visited the main office and factory of the Haitian manufacturer Indepco, situated on Highway 1, on the outskirts of Port-au-Prince. Its head and founder was Hans P. Garoute, an energetic man who had spent his formative years in New York working as a buyer and seller of women’s underwear. In 1966, he was caught by the US Coast Guard, along with a number of Cubans, on a boat off the coast of Florida. The group had weapons and was on its way to Haiti to try to overthrow the Papa Doc dictatorship. The result was that Garoute spent twenty years in America on a UN passport that showed he was stateless. He told the story with humor.

Among other things, Indepco organized training for the workers at the Caracol industrial park. One of Garoute’s colleagues, Jean Robert Lebrun, who was sitting in on our conversation, told me that he had just returned from Caracol, and that the training of the young men and women there had gone very well. “There are a few women who had never worked before who are now supervisors of over a hundred people. This makes me very happy,” he said. He explained that Sae-A had never planned how it would source trained workers, so Indepco stepped in, though only on a three-month contract.

I asked Lebrun and Garoute about workers’ rights—in particular, about how a foreign company like Sae-A should treat its employees here. They both agreed that the current conditions were good, and that a unionized workforce should come later, not now. This was expressed in a matter-of-fact way, without enmity. “We had a union leader in this office this morning talking to us about workers’ rights,” Garoute said proudly, “so don’t think it’s not a consideration.” Neither man seemed worried about the below-minimum-standard pay at Caracol, although Garoute hinted that ideally he wanted workers to receive more money.

Garoute showed me around the Indepco factory, a steaming-hot warehouse with little fresh air blowing through it. Men and women were working on old sewing machines (the brand was “Finger” rather than “Singer”) making shirts, dresses, and pants. Some employees were painstakingly stitching colorful heart-shaped vodou patterns. I talked to one young Haitian woman who had grown up in New York and Philadelphia, but whose parents now lived in Haiti, which was why she had returned as well. She wanted to break into the fashion industry and was producing ten different designs for an upcoming fashion show in Jamaica, where she hoped to receive some substantial orders. If she did, Indepco would then help her produce the garments for export. It was one small way in which the company was trying to foster the next generation of productive Haitians.

When I asked about sweatshops in Haiti, Garoute said that the Western idea of worker mistreatment could not be compared with life in his country. He became upset when visiting Westerners complained about such things as a young boy carrying a bucket of water, thinking this was akin to being a slave, when in fact the child was just helping his mother keep the home together.

Garoute was clearly an industrious man and appeared genuinely to care about helping Haiti to become more independent. But he seemed to have one foot in each of two camps: he wanted to encourage much more local production and international investment in the domestic agriculture and textile industries, while simultaneously praising foreign-owned industrial parks for assisting poor Haitians.

In the main office, there was a photo of Garoute meeting George W. Bush and his daughter Jenna here in 2010. He had few kind words for the former US president but was more positive towards the Obama administration. He had no love, however, for USAID. He explained how an Indepco training warehouse at the Sonapi industrial park in Port-au-Prince only operated for two years because USAID provided a manager who did not understand the needs of the project. Nearly $100 million was wasted—no one knew where the money had been spent. Garoute asked why a Haitian person could not have been appointed instead to manage the venture. They would have saved half the money, he claimed, and would have intimately understood the needs of Indepco.

At twilight one day I visited Fort Jacques, which is perched upon a mountain overlooking Port-au-Prince. It was built in 1804, after Haiti had declared its independence from France. The view was hazy but the air clean and unpolluted, unlike in the city center I had left behind. Pop and techno music boomed from some SUVs. Couples snacked and snuggled. A game of soccer began on a rough football field, overseen by an excitable MC whose voice emerged from a makeshift speaker system set up in the stands. It was a beautiful scene of untroubled community life. Seeing it reminded me how easy it was in a country such as Haiti to focus solely on the negatives and not appreciate the daily rhythms of ongoing life. This was not to romanticize poverty, but simply to understand that almost all cultures were connected through music, sport, and family time. I saw this during the hypnotic performance of local band Ram, described as “Vodou rock ’n’ roots,” playing to a crowd every week at the Gothic-style Oloffson Hotel. The place was infused with the spirit of past guests, like Mick Jagger, and was the inspiration for Graham Greene’s classic 1966 book, The Comedians.

Another thing I appreciated about Haiti, which all too often was seen as dependent and weak, was its resistance to the economic order. It started with the brilliant graffiti artist Rosembert Moise, who painted across the country. During my 2014 visit, on a bare wall in the expensive suburb of Petionville, I witnessed the artist create a work late one night that depicted a failing economy forcing Haitians to rob each other for opportunities.

Reyneld Sanon was the head of Frakka, a grassroots group that advocated affordable housing. We talked in his office, which was set in a plain house in the suburb of Canape Vert. Sanon was a strong critic of the Martelly government and its pro-business policies, as well as the practices of Washington and USAID. He wanted an emphasis on local producers and farmers, rather than on foreign industries. Opening up Haiti to overseas markets, he said, had only resulted in the country being flooded with imported goods and Haitians being locked out of business opportunities.

Sanon railed against the countless NGOs and UN forces that had been in the country for years yet delivered very little. “The UN soldiers have never done anything to solve the housing issue,” he said, “and international NGOs, years after the quake, are still providing weak shelters. It’s ridiculous. Some local organizations, with only $11,000, are able to build a good house. In areas near Port-au-Prince, these groups have built over a hundred houses and given the keys to the owners. It shows that there’s no will for foreign groups to really help us when they’ve spent millions of dollars and we don’t see anything. The international private sector come here to make money. It’s a big business for them.”

A rare exception could be the indigenously built computer tablet, Surtab, whose factory I visited in Port-au-Prince to see decently paid workers on a small production line. The founder told me that he hoped to allow young Haitians cheap access to the device, as well as challenging the market dominance of Apple’s iPad in America. It was an ambitious target, but I liked his chutzpah.

Haitian economist and activist Camille Chalmers told me that there had been no economic independence in Haiti for the last hundred years. He offered a story about former president Jean-Bertrand Aristide wanting capable Swiss instructors to train the Haitian police, but being told by the Americans that, because of some long-forgotten agreement dating from 1980, Washington had to be asked to approve such a plan. Needless to say, it was rejected.

Chalmers placed Haiti’s dilemma in a global context. “We are unable to develop our own models of development and have to get international funding for the neoliberal agenda,” he told me. “It’s a way to show capitalism that we’re willing to work with you, but you’re actually destroying our own economy and agriculture.”

Chalmers continued: “Haiti is one of the countries they call a ‘failed state.’ Since 1915, it’s been about how Haiti will please the United States, but there are alternatives to industrial parks. If you invest in agriculture and farming, you’ll have much better and more sustainable results. There is a finite number of people who can work in industrial parks, but millions of jobs are required. For example, we have over 168 species of mangoes in Haiti, but we don’t have the industry that can work on it. That’s what the future should be.”

Tourism was the latest industry to be sold to Haitians as the answer to the state’s poverty, but the early signs were worrying. The small island of Île-à-Vache, off Haiti’s south coast, was being promoted, attracting the eye of Madonna and Sean Penn, but massive developers had already claimed huge tracts of public land, depriving thousands of residents of their livelihood. Islanders complained in 2014 that the government had excluded them, and public protests began. Not to worry, said Alex Zozaya, chief executive at Apple Leisure Group, a Caribbean tour operator and hotel investor based in Philadelphia. “Haiti has unbelievable potential,” he said. “It’s like the Seychelles without the jet lag.”94

The challenge for Haiti was to reclaim its sovereignty, and it would be a long and painful task. Half of Haiti’s 10 million people were under twenty-five, and yet their voices were often ignored in favor of an older elite.

It was hard to disagree with Peter Hallward, who argued that, in places like Haiti, “NGOs provide rich countries [with] a morally respectable way of subcontracting the sovereignty of the nations they exploit.”95 I had seen this NGO-ization of poor nations before, and it was rarely opposed other than by individuals and small groups battling tough odds. The fact that such nations remained economically occupied in some way emphasized how vital was the need for alternatives.

Haiti was an easy target for disaster capitalists, because its inhabitants were caught up in a daily struggle for survival. This was not made any easier by the predatory aid groups, foreign governments, and NGOs that had a one-model-fits-all mindset and refused to assess the effectiveness of their methods. The relationship between USAID and Washington’s foreign policy was a case in point—one that prompted understandable skepticism in many Haitians.

When NGOs replaced the apparatus of the state, there inevitably arose the neocolonial mentality permeating far too many Western organizations allegedly working to alleviate suffering. A different model of investment must be possible.
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Papua New Guinea: “Break our bones,
but you can never break our spirit”


We are the “sacrificial lamb” for the few capitalists whose hunger for wealth is quenchless and unceasing … We are not going to sit by and watch capitalists and their Papua New Guinean political allies exploiting us … We have planted the seeds which will germinate soon not only in Bougainville but throughout Papua New Guinea.

Francis Ona, Bougainville resistance leader, 1989



It is like a scene out of Mad Max: a post-apocalyptic setting of polluted rivers, corroded equipment, and human scavengers. This was what I saw as I descended in 2012 into the massive old Panguna mine in Bougainville, Papua New Guinea (PNG). One of my companions was a one-time resistance fighter who, along with his fellow combatants, won a brutal battle against one of the world’s biggest mining companies, Rio Tinto.

“The Crisis,” as locals called it, was a vicious dispute that pitted Rio Tinto and the PNG and Australian governments against aggrieved Bougainvilleans whose lives were being violated by a polluting mine. Tensions had been building between the parties for two decades when, in 1988, negotiations broke down. The Bougainville Revolutionary Army (BRA) was formed, and the Panguna mine soon closed. The resulting civil war lasted until 1997, devastating the province and bringing both pride and poverty to its inhabitants.

The Asia-Pacific region had never seen anything like it—a fight against a multinational led and won by indigenous people. But another conflict loomed. Moves were afoot to reopen the mine.

To visit what was the center of the conflict, I first traveled via the PNG capital Port Moresby to Arawa, the closest town to the Panguna mine, which was on Bougainville Island. The surrounding Autonomous Region of Bougainville joined with nineteen provinces scattered over various islands and the “mainland” of PNG to form a country with a population of over 7 million people who spoke at least 841 languages.

From the closure of Panguna up until a few years ago, it was nearly impossible for a white man to access the mine pit because of a legacy of mistrust. There was great sensitivity about who I was and why I wanted to visit. But after several days of negotiation with locals in Arawa, I was cleared to proceed. When I returned in 2013 the process was identical, with former fighters still wanting to vet my credentials.

I was picked up early one morning in a jeep driven by a man named John, a former local politician and miner, and Willy, a man in his sixties who was a key figure in the BRA and particularly its militant faction, Mekamui, a still-active defense force that had once fought the PNG army (“Mekamui” means “Sacred Island” and was also the traditional name of the immediate area). Willy was my designated guide for the day. He had a thick gray beard and wore a red cap, a faded purple polo shirt, and gray shorts; a fanny pack was slung across his chest. He was barefoot and had surprisingly white teeth given the widespread tradition of betel-nut chewing in PNG—the fruit of the betel palm was a mild stimulant. Willy died the year after I first visited Bougainville, another of the older, fighting generation who could no longer impart his wisdom on the province’s future.

I saw abandoned, rusting buildings as we sped along the relatively smooth asphalt towards Morgan Junction; ferns had wrapped themselves around the old power lines that had been used when the mine was operational. Waiting for us was a man I knew as Commander Alex from having scouted the checkpoint the previous day. He lifted the boom gate to let our car through, and I went and sat with him in a little booth to discuss the entry fee. He asked for 300 kina, or about $120 (he had already prepared an invoice and a receipt), but I said I had been told it would cost only 200 kina. He agreed, but first he wanted to know what I was doing here, my profession, and how long I would be looking around. He then proceeded to stamp my documents, took my money, and smiled. “Welcome,” he said. Two years later, in 2013, Alex was still manning the checkpoint. He remembered me when I arrived, and his passion for justice had not dimmed. His was the revolutionary spirit in action.

Alex was forty-eight, and it was clear the Crisis was not over for him. He dreamed of a Bougainville free of mining, and subsisting on agriculture. He worried that younger people would accept the reopening of the Panguna mine to exploit its still sizeable reserves of copper and gold. He said this was a real possibility because many locals were desperate for economic independence, and mining was seen as a quick and easy way of achieving it. Alex articulated the struggle between the PNG government, the mining companies, and Bougainvilleans over who would benefit from a reopened Panguna mine. Many locals told me they craved sovereignty, but how this should be achieved was unclear. Alex’s hesitation was born of experience, reflecting a cynicism towards past and present corporate promises and distrust of the local government.

Alex was shy, but his attitude reflected that of a committed activist. He claimed he had to continue to man the community-run checkpoint around the clock, living in makeshift conditions, until compensation was fully paid to all those who deserved it. “The checkpoint was a symbol of what happened in Bougainville, the revolution,” he said. “It’s to let the world know that the cost of the revolution is about mining and independence.”

Driving towards the mine, we soon saw the large buildings that had been used to process copper in the 1970s and 1980s. A massive swimming pool was without water and overflowing with ferns. Lush greenery surrounded the sealed road, but I knew that vast tracts of this land were blighted after Rio Tinto had dumped huge quantities of the dredged waste called spoil. If left untreated, spoil sat in the ground for thousands of years. The company had never cleaned it up.

In 2013 I still saw the results of this pollution, with locals calling for assistance. The United Nations Environment Programme announced that it would help clean up the asbestos, mine tailings, acid-rain damage, and heavy metals. The estimated cost was in the billions of dollars. No date had been set for the work.

Willy had mixed feelings about the prospect of the mine reopening. Like Alex, his ideal was that agriculture would sustain PNG. But he was also a realist. “People are being educated, and they need employment to sustain their living,” Willy said. He also told me that Bougainville was experiencing a massive baby boom, and that this population explosion required urgent action. It was obvious where he thought the money would come from. “They say there’s still a lot of gold here that could last for forty years of mining,” he told me.

Willy hoped that whoever ran the mine would clean up the environmental damage it had caused, such as the pollution in the soil and rivers, and ensure that the mistakes of the past did not happen again. He was skeptical that this would occur, however, citing mines in other PNG provinces and internationally where ecological destruction had taken place. Willy made particular mention of the gold- and copper-producing Ok Tedi mine in PNG’s Western Province, which since the 1980s had caused enormous environmental destruction and social upheaval affecting tens of thousands of nearby residents. Even PNG’s attorney-general had admitted that the mines in his country had been allowed to use unsafe methods of waste disposal that had been banned in many other countries.1

Willy and other Bougainvilleans could not escape the paradox. They were desperate to establish an independent nation and knew that four decades of copper and gold profits could help fund the new state. But the clash between the desired independence, economic freedom, sustainability, and raised living standards, and a lack of PNG and foreign support, meant that the matter was not a simple one for locals.

The average age of Papua New Guineans was twenty-one, and 30 percent of the population was under thirty, making education and employment significant issues in the country. Regarding the former, adjusted for inflation, the current funding for every PNG student was one-fourteenth of the level in the late 1970s.2 These issues were arguably especially important in Bougainville, whose so-called “lost generation,” the young people whose parents had died during the Crisis, urgently needed rehabilitation, tuition, and jobs.

In March 2012, a protest march took place in the streets of Arawa, with the participants demanding that the Autonomous Bougainville Government build schools and universities so that local students would not have to leave the region to get educated. The march came on the heels of a three-day government conference in 2011, supported by Australian government aid (AusAID) and the New Zealand Aid Programme, that began developing a land policy for Bougainville. A key point was that, in a region that had lost years of potential development during a civil war, “there has been little adaptation of customary ways with modern processes, which has contributed significantly to the level of confusion.”3

AusAID then funded a reconciliation meeting in February 2013 that discussed, among other things, the reopening of Panguna. The return to operation of the mine, which was still controlled by Bougainville Copper Limited (BCL), whose largest shareholder was Rio Tinto and whose second-biggest investor was the PNG government, was favored by the country’s political establishment as one of the fastest ways of generating employment (though PNG prime minister Peter O’Neill reportedly threatened in 2014 to expropriate and nationalize Rio’s controlling share). So it was no surprise that the media narrative that emerged from this meeting cited local positivity about the mine. But a PNG blogger who visited Arawa after the conference challenged this. He claimed that most people he spoke to would prefer agriculture to thrive.4 In 2014, an increasing number of community forums were organized by the Bougainville government, all designed to convince former fighters and average citizens that the mine should reopen. They were not persuading many people.

When I was back around the mine in 2013, I heard mostly negative sentiments about the pit. Without serious consultation or compensation, locals wanted alternatives. An articulate young local woman, Theonila Roka, told me as the sun set on the polluted Kavarong river that mining simply was not necessary to bring Bougainville independence. “In many ways we’re already independent,” she said. “Most people are self-sufficient, growing their own food on their land.”

A report by Australian NGO Jubilee in 2014 detailed the myriad of voices in Bougainville, largely ignored by the media and local government, who opposed the mine. Dozens of villagers were surveyed, and there was “near universal” opposition to its reopening. The results were so damaging to Rio Tinto’s cause that Bougainville president John Momis himself, in long letters secretly written by Australian government advisor Tony Regan, disparaged its findings.5

One reason for local hesitation was that people remembered the violence that resource exploitation often brought. A lecturer in criminology at the University of Ulster, Kristian Lasslett, produced evidence that BCL had placed intense pressure on the PNG government to send police squads to Bougainville in 1988 to quell unrest, despite their shocking human rights record. According to the minutes of a meeting held on June 8, 1989, the company was told by PNG’s minister of state that “brutal firepower” was to be used against the resistance movement. BCL welcomed this, hopeful that it could continue its mining work as soon as possible.6

In his 2014 book, State Crime on the Margins of Empire, Lasslett expanded his research and revealed even more damning evidence of official Australian complicity with BCL and its desire to crush any resistance. “Australia wanted to demonstrate to its allies, particularly the US, that it could underwrite stability in the South Pacific region and ward off trouble on its patch,” Lasslett argued.7

The mistrust directed at BCL in Bougainville did not stop when the fighting ended, and for good reason. In 2011, the company appointed to its board Sir Rabbie Namaliu, PNG’s prime minister from 1988 to 1992, and the man who had directed his security forces to terrorize the population of Bougainville by torturing and killing its citizens, as well as imposing a blockade on the province.8

The BCL chairman told the Australian parliament in 1999, in comments tinged with patronizing colonialism, that his company had a “non-interventionist position during the conflict.” It was a lie. Besides, “Bougainville probably has two generations to go before it gets over this, assuming it starts now.”9 He hoped for a pliant younger citizenry.

A current senior BCL manager, who was present in Bougainville before the Crisis erupted, told an Australian NGO in 2013 that he had never understood why the locals revolted. Requesting anonymity, “John” said that when the conflict erupted in 1989, “we were astonished. Things were so good there. Relations between the company and the people were always harmonious and cooperative.” John denied any BCL complicity in violence against local people, highlighted the “positive health and education benefits experienced by Bougainvillians,” and pledged to close the mine properly because “our legacy is important.” I met no one in the province who believed this promise.

The stance of the president of the Autonomous Bougainville Government, John Momis, had added to the uncertainty. When he was serving as a minister in the PNG government during the Crisis, Momis had argued: “It is important to understand the significance of holding Rio Tinto responsible for its actions”—indeed, Kristian Lasslett interviewed eight managers who had worked for BCL between 1987 and 1992, and they all openly admitted that the company had provided whatever weapons and logistics the PNG military had requested.10 Momis went further: “PNG took its direction from BCL’s management.”11 Momis wrote a letter in 2001, composed for a US-based legal action against Rio Tinto, that detailed the deep complicity between Rio Tinto, BCL, and the PNG government at the height of the brutality against the people of Bougainville. “I was aware of one meeting,” he said, “where BCL management instructed PNG to ‘starve the bastards out.’”

However, by 2013 Momis was advocating the reopening of the mine. Recent legislation he had proposed, drafted thanks to a large AusAID grant to an Australian academic, Tony Regan, who denied the complicity of BCL in the Crisis, argued that some landowners had the right to veto mining projects, but permitted the institution of large-scale mining nonetheless.12 Regan was involved in drafting mining legislation for Bougainville in 2013 (and again in 2014, opposed by virtually every civil society group), but the secrecy caused key stakeholders to revolt publicly, accusing AusAID and the local government of collusion in pushing through a failed law and ushering BCL back in. Landowners were not given full rights over their lands. Former resistance leader Sam Kauona said it was drafted by “rich, white lawyers.” Regan did not help matters by telling Radio New Zealand in 2014 that Panguna was the best option for the province, and he dismissed agriculture as an alternative. The Bougainville government finally pushed through its mining legislation in 2015.

One of Regan’s colleagues, Griffith University’s Professor Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh, had direct links with Rio Tinto—receiving unspecified amounts of financial support from the company —while he had also been contracted by Coffey International, another corporation close to Rio Tinto.13 Between 2010 and 2014, Regan was paid $968,120 as a “legal advisor,” according to official documents. This was significantly higher than any Australian government assistance towards agriculture. Canberra met so frequently with Rio Tinto, the Bougainville government, and BCL representatives that officials claimed that “to collate such a list and provide the level of detail requested [on the number of meetings between the parties] would entail a significant investment of resources.” In 2014 and 2015 alone, the amount of Australian aid money given to legal and mine advisors spoke volumes about Australia’s priorities.14

Attempting to absolve the earlier PNG administration of any responsibility, Momis told Australian ABC Radio’s PM in March 2013 that Rio Tinto and the Australian government were to blame for the original crisis. He said that in “their zeal to generate revenue, [they] completely ignored the people’s way of doing things.”15

In theory, the people of Bougainville would choose whether or not the Panguna mine would reopen once their independence had been achieved. But it was not a choice centered on sustainability and economic empowerment, but rather a toxic dilemma between further environmental devastation or poverty. These alternatives stemmed from a war that followed intensive mineral exploitation, all of which had deeply disrupted the well-being of the current generation of Papua New Guineans, not to mention the prospective welfare of future generations. This was the legacy of predatory capitalism. Environmental vandalism should not be the price tag for “progress.” Bougainvilleans were savvy enough to realize that they were carrying a weak hand into negotiations with the mining companies and the governments that supported them.

The anger towards the Panguna mine had been there since its birth in the late 1960s, partly because Australian companies had been exploiting PNG’s minerals for decades before this. By 1975, when PNG gained independence from Australia, the fully functional operation was the biggest non-aid earner in the country. The new state lived and breathed through Panguna—at its most productive, the mine contributed 20 percent of PNG’s national budget—even though the mine was simultaneously destroying any chance of resource sustainability. But the citizens of Bougainville, despite suffering ecological devastation, had received less than 2 percent of the profits to assist their own communities.

In addition, PNG workers did not enjoy equal employment opportunities in the mine—a common situation in other mines across the country. A type of workplace apartheid was established by BCL, with much better facilities and pay offered to white workers than to locals. The Australian administration of the late 1960s also excluded landowners from the bargaining table, dealing only with the Australian government and Rio Tinto. In 1969 an article in Canberra Times explained how the Australian government, then in control of PNG, “could not allow a handful of people to block the Bougainville copper project on which the future of more than two million people depends.”16 Decades later, the rhetoric remained exactly the same.

In the late 1980s, the quiet fury boiled over. The BRA demanded independence from PNG, an end to the environmental damage caused by the mine, and compensation for being excluded from the initial negotiations. The mine was shut down in 1989 after continued sabotage by the BRA, but the bitter conflict continued for another eight years, by which time between 15,000 and 20,000 locals (about a tenth of the population) had died, principally from a PNG-imposed blockade and fighting. Many families were still searching for their loved ones’ remains. Bougainville was economically ruined. This was the price of the BRA’s decisive blow against multinational colonization—a rare example of a mining company being forced to accept defeat despite receiving support from two national governments.

We arrived at the Jaba River, close to the center of the mine site, a waterway that was filled with glowing blue copper tailings—the end result of many years of BCL dumping chemicals and heavy metals in the area. We watched as dozens of men, women, and children panned the river for gold in a desperate attempt to earn a living. It was their only form of income—one gram of gold could earn around $30—but this primitive form of resource extraction was taking place in Panguna’s toxic waste. The villagers knew the health risks, but they had no other options, although even this would be denied them if the mine reopened. They had set up very basic temporary shelters on the banks of the river to house themselves for short periods while they were panning, before they headed back to their villages. During my 2013 visit I saw locals, including children, still washing in the polluted water, condemned to a fate of sickness and irritated skin.

We drove a short distance across rocky, uneven gravel to the main part of the tailings. No vegetation grew there. It was desert-like, with sand as far as the eye could see—an abandoned wasteland. All that was visible were small mountains of dirt around which polluted water ran, and old batteries and tires with weeds growing through them, as well as a crane that had fallen on its side. It was a depressing sight.

Willy said that he had no idea how the area could be properly rehabilitated. He told me of the times he had hunted animals there in the 1960s, when it was a lush forest with a healthy river running through it. Now he could only look around in disbelief.

Another short drive took us to the mine pit. It was massive, seven kilometers across at its widest part, and layered like an inverted wedding cake, with trees and bush slowly taking over its upper levels. At the edge of the pit were two large processing centers, both overgrown with plants. John, who worked in one of the centers in the 1980s, remarked that the buildings were slowly disappearing as scrap-metal seekers worked their way through them.

At Panguna’s inception, it was one of the world’s biggest working open-cut mines. Now, abandoned earthmovers and cranes lay rusting across the vast expanse (by 2013 Chinese scavengers had removed most of this equipment to be shipped and sold as scrap metal overseas). In the middle of the pit was a patch of bright blue water that almost glowed on the overcast day, while green slime covered the surrounding rocks. Amazingly, there, too, people had built makeshift huts and were panning for gold. They lived and worked in the shadow of a deserted mine, eking out an existence that bordered on the inhumane.

The heart of the mine emitted a deafening, machine-like sound. It came from a large, rusty column that was busily sucking air into a pipe that transported water outside the mine. For twenty-four hours a day, every day for the past quarter-century, this had ensured the mine did not fill up with water, particularly when it poured during the rainy season.

Willy looked shocked by what he saw. He said he had never been to the center of the pit before. Both he and John naively wondered whether, should BCL have no interest in reopening the mine, the company might help to fill in the hole to allow locals to grow crops there. As we walked back to our jeep, John picked a purple flower. He said he wanted to prettify his home with a reminder of our day together. He laughed when he told me this, but I think he was serious.

Willy was hungry, so we drove to Panguna town, which before the war had sustained 3,500 people and included supermarkets, cinemas, banks, and schools. Now it had little more than a bare-bones general store. Inside the dim wooden room, American hard-rock music played from a stereo, and a young girl sold children’s clothes and fizzy drinks. I paid $12 for Chinese biscuits, soft drinks, and tinned pork for my traveling companions. Nearby was the closest port to Arawa, once a busy hub of export but now a decrepit place infused with abandonment. I saw the derelict hulks of three power plants, while fuel tanks leaked oil close to the sea. Pieces of metal were strewn over ground that had accumulated nothing in the last twenty-five years but moss and weeds.

The final place the men wanted to show me was the Arawa runway, which, currently disused, had recently been flattened and cleaned up. No one seemed to know who was going to use it, but the consensus was that it would be politicians, miners, or scrap-metal workers. Willy told me that local landowners had disputed the use of the ground and were fighting for the right to grow cocoa there.

Sitting and standing on the runway, our group talked about the future of PNG. Prime Minister Peter O’Neill’s government had announced that all education in the country, from the earliest years until Year 10, would either be free or subsidized. (He claimed in April 2014 that his “fee free policy” had brought 85 percent of children into school.) Willy said the money for this would be sourced from mining and the country’s biggest energy project: a 407-kilometer, $19 billion ExxonMobil LNG pipeline, which opened in 2014 and funneled gas to buyers in China, Taiwan, Japan, and beyond. This was part of what was being called a resource boom in PNG. Port Moresby recently welcomed an ANZ Bank–commissioned report that found the country had the potential to export resources to the tune of $38 billion a year until 2030. Prime Minister O’Neill said the challenge was to develop such assets responsibly.17 By late 2014, however, reality hit, with global oil and gas prices diving and the government’s revenue reduced.

“I don’t care where it comes from, as long as my people are educated,” Willy said. I challenged this position, asking if it mattered whether these resource-exploitation projects were affecting the environment and local communities, as happened in Bougainville, and if so, whether they should be opposed. But Willy and John maintained the pragmatic line I had heard earlier. In particular, although they cared about other provinces and communities, both argued strongly that Bougainville, after decades of providing massive wealth to PNG, now deserved payback in the form of financial compensation and free education for its children.

Willy then warned that Australia should play its cards right and not just think of its resource companies. He said that Canberra had already supported the wrong side too many times in the past. It was nothing like a threat—more a faint hope that Australia would start thinking beyond money and mining.

When I first visited Bougainville in 2012, I expected a desolate and isolated province. That is what I mostly found, along with anger that the world, and the key instigators of the conflict such as Rio Tinto and Australia, had ignored their responsibilities to clean up the place.

When I returned in 2013 the situation had barely improved. I saw a few more examples of foreign aid, roads and basic hospitals; but unemployment, social inertia, and political incompetence remained dominant features. Arawa town was still eerily quiet, with poor residents working, talking, and drinking in the shadow of burned-out buildings. There was now a modern bank with an ATM machine near the center of town. The Autonomous Bougainville Government was ramping up its public rhetoric in an attempt to sway a skeptical public that the Panguna mine was the only viable way to achieve independence from 2015 when a referendum could be held to decide on the future.

I left in 2012 with little hope for a peaceful future, but in 2013 I was partly swayed by my time with a remarkable twenty-four-year-old local woman, Theonila, and her now husband, Nathan. Her father was murdered during the Crisis, in 1993, and she lived with her mother and sisters in refugee housing. Violence was all around them. Today her family lived near the mine, in Makosi in Panguna District, having witnessed the brutal fighting and deprivation during the worst years of the conflict, and she and Nathan had started a school teaching basic reading and writing to children who were yet to enter formal schooling. Education was the best form of modern resistance and inoculation against governments aiming to convince locals that large-scale mining was the best way to bring liberation.

In the shadow of Panguna, I met Theonila’s siblings, mother, and the rest of her family for a homemade meal as the rain hit the huts under which we sat and talked. They all rejected any consideration of the mine reopening. They were still waiting for compensation, an apology, and justice for the myriad of crimes committed by Rio Tinto’s allies. This was still the dominant view across the province. Every day, they saw history’s shadow before them. Near their home, a sign reading “Pit Drainage Tunnel July 1985” sat above a rusting passage, running straight from the center of the mine.

The mine itself looked barer, with fewer old, rusting trucks still in the pit, though nearby I saw massive old vehicles being consumed by large spiderwebs and ferns. I witnessed the sun set behind the tailings, and was almost seduced by the beauty as the light faded on the horizon. But I stopped myself, remembering that this was the sight of environmental destruction, pollution, and destitution. There was no allure here. A limping young boy played near me, fascinated by my presence and my white skin. Theonila said he was probably disabled due to the mine’s pollution still leaking into the water and land.

There was no romanticizing the pit or its dirty legacy. With frequent talk of reopening the mine now a constant source of discussion and frustration—communication on Bougainville remained sketchy, though smartphones, in even the remotest areas, were allowing connected locals to be informed far faster and more reliably than the pro-mining mainstream media—the lack of consultation between the key stakeholders was an even stronger sentiment in 2013.

I visited the remote village of Guava, often enveloped in clouds and rain, above the mine, to find a community implacably opposed to large-scale mining. This was where the Bougainville resistance was born and where the leader Francis Ona lived. The spirit of quiet defiance had not dimmed. Bougainville president John Momis made a visit to the village in 2014 in a futile attempt to reconcile with locals and gain their support for the return of Rio Tinto.

What haunted me was whether people like Theonila were strong enough to withstand the powerful political forces supporting the mine reopening. These voices of opposition inspired me—the descendants of revolutionaries who refused to bend to the will of foreign corporate interests and their local proxies. But were they organized enough to forge an independent path in a damaged province?

PNG had long been aware of the dangers of an overreliance on the mining industry. In 1975, the year in which PNG gained its independence from Australia, a constitutional planning committee reported:


We believe that since we are a rural people, our strength should be essentially in the land and the use of our innate artistic talents. We caution that large-scale industries should be pursued only after very careful and thorough consideration of the likely consequences upon the social and spiritual fabric of our people. The basic concept in our society with regard to the use of natural resources is that one generation holds and uses resources in the capacity of trustee for future generations. We, the generation of today, cannot squander our country’s resources. We would clearly be failing in our responsibility if we sold our resources to foreigners for our own short term benefit, without regard to the needs of generations after us.18



It might have been written today.

Unfortunately, from its first day of independence, the fledgling PNG state had little bargaining power in its dealings with the foreign mining and timber groups that were keen to exploit the nation’s abundant natural resources.19 It could be argued that PNG was ill-prepared for its break from Australia, in that the transition resulted in lenient laws that gave foreign corporations undue influence over a largely unregulated state.

During World War II, PNG was a major battleground on which over 215,000 men—Japanese, American, and Australian—were slaughtered. The assistance that New Guineans gave the Western forces created an enduring relationship, at least in the Australian consciousness. However, since its independence, there had been little development of an understanding of PNG, which was mostly characterized as a poor nation teetering on the edge of collapse despite its abundance of natural resources—a state reliant on outside help and plagued by institutional corruption. Australia’s dumping of asylum seekers on PNG’s poor Manus Island, with justified local anger, strengthened the foreign narrative of a failed state.

The new nation’s first prime minister, Michael Somare, was fondly remembered by some young locals as the man who commenced negotiations with Australian prime minister Gough Whitlam in the early 1970s to begin the decolonization process. But he was mostly seen as having delivered few long-lasting projects that had assisted all inhabitants of PNG. He was certainly unpopular in Bougainville, viewed as having contributed to many alleged corrupt, business-as-usual practices that now blighted the state. Somare’s “look north” policy (towards China) had been particularly prominent. Critics accused successive PNG governments of giving companies that had close ties to Beijing preferential access to resource projects. In fact, the country had become a battleground for a proxy war over access in the Pacific, as Washington became increasingly engaged in the region.

Neither the United States nor Australia were pleased that another power was trying to gain influence over what each saw as its own turf—PNG’s wealth was apparently not to be shared further afield. In statements she made to the US congressional Foreign Relations Committee, former US secretary of state Hillary Clinton was direct. “Let’s put aside the moral, humanitarian, do-good side of what we believe in and let’s just talk straight, real politics,” she said. “We are in a competition with China. Take Papua New Guinea—huge energy find.” Clinton then accused Beijing of attempting to “come in under us” and stated that it would be a “mistaken notion” to think that America would retreat from “the maintenance of our leadership in a world where we are competing with China.” Perhaps this was why Prime Minister Peter O’Neill announced increased military ties with Washington in 2014, as a way to keep the United States and China in competition for his affection.

Australia had been giving aid to PNG since 1975—$461 million in the 2014–15 period alone—but very little of that money had been seen by the local people. Rather, many corrupt PNG officials enjoyed the largesse of the Australian taxpayer because of this aid, and countless billions found their way into the pockets of Australian corporations—as so-called “boomerang aid.” Michael Somare claimed in 2010 that 60 percent of Australian aid ended up back in the coffers of Australian companies—firms such as Coffey International, SMEC International, GHD, JTA International, and Cardno ACIL. The money had also disappeared further afield. In 2013, PNG’s forestry minister complained about how Canberra had hired a US-based environmental group, the Nature Conservancy, to spend $6 million on a sustainable forestry project without consulting Port Moresby.20

Some of this aid went towards assisting school enrollments, training midwives, and providing anti-HIV drugs, police training, scholarships for students, disability programs, and other forms of essential care. But I regularly heard that corruption ate up far too much of the money and that, as a result, locals who had spent decades watching Australian firms exploit the nation’s resources had become extremely cynical and angry. This had led to calls for Australia’s aid to be far better managed, reduced, or even canceled. An attempt was made to address this issue through performance-based aid programs, which were worth tens of millions of dollars annually, but these were often public relations exercises designed merely to give the impression that Canberra was concerned about stolen funds.

The truth was that Canberra had been content to pay hefty fees to white Australians working in PNG while offering far less to local workers. In 2010, a review found that half of Australia’s aid budget to PNG was being spent on consultants who were routinely receiving six-figure salaries, though this figure had dropped to around 20 percent by 2012. It was very similar to the situations in Haiti and Afghanistan.

A 2012 study by Sydney’s Daily Telegraph newspaper also found that seven companies had earned over $1 billion in Australian taxpayer–funded contracts in recent years.21 These so-called “private sector corporations” were the beneficiaries of an aid industry that had been the subject of little political oversight or media scrutiny, and one through which a handful of multinationals raked in vast sums of money. This arrangement was encouraging foreign firms to establish Australian arms in order to win lucrative contracts; one example was the US-based company URS, which won a $110 million contract to deliver services in education, health, and gender training in PNG.

It seemed that the Australian government had never lost sight of its main goal in PNG, which was to ensure that Australian corporations had a ready market in which to turn a profit. Needless to say, the financial and political assistance given to foreign mining companies to operate in PNG had ultimately done nothing to alleviate the many problems that existed in a resource-rich but infrastructure-poor nation.

BHP Billiton, for example, was one of the world’s largest mining companies and had worked in PNG for decades. In 1995, the corporation—known as the “Big Australian,” due to its former status as a domestic steel producer—helped draft a bill in the PNG parliament that invalidated the right of PNG citizens who were negatively affected by the polluting Ok Tedi mine in PNG’s Western Province to seek legal redress in court. Multinational Monitor magazine—a nonprofit publication founded by US political activist Ralph Nader in 1980 to document the global economy—highlighted what was going on:


In August 1995, BHP drafted legislation for the PNG Parliament that subjected anyone who sued BHP to fines of up to $75,000. Even more remarkably, the bill also applied the same fines to anyone who attempted to challenge the constitutional validity of the proposed law in PNG courts. The bill made it an offence to commence compensation proceedings against BHP, to assist a person to do so or to give evidence at compensation proceedings.

In an attempt to seduce the landowners, BHP offered to establish an $82 million fund to pay out compensation and benefits to plaintiffs over the life of the mine. This package would provide $180 per landowner per year over the mine’s remaining 15-year life.22



Copper mining used a procedure involving cyanide and was virtually guaranteed to bring ecological destruction. So BHP had good reason to anticipate that locals would eventually try to seek legal recompense for the fallout from its mining activity at Ok Tedi, a campaign that continued. Bizarrely, despite the well-documented environmental destruction that BHP had caused, the PNG government gave the company a good corporate citizenship award in 2011—though, by 2013, Port Moresby’s relationship with the Ok Tedi mine was more fraught.23

Canberra had always been keen to assist Australian companies to expand their activities overseas. It was worth remembering that the foreign affairs division of the Australian government was intimately involved in trade, which is why one of its departments was called the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. This would explain why assorted environmental groups had little success when calling on the federal government to impose tighter restrictions on potentially destructive operations undertaken by Australian companies overseas and to force those corporations to abide by local environmental laws.

The Australian Greens, for instance, unsuccessfully argued in 2011 for legislation to prevent Australian mining companies working overseas from behaving in ways that would be illegal at home. The then Greens’ leader Bob Brown had just visited the highly polluting Chinese- and Australian-controlled Ramu nickel mine in PNG’s Madang Province, which he said was “an appalling indictment of modern technology being brought to Papua New Guinea without the safeguard that you would get in the home countries against this sort of destruction of marine eco-systems.”24 I saw evidence of this pollution during a trip to lush Madang in 2012. Increasing attacks by locals against Ramu as well as the Porgera mine in the PNG Highlands, owned by the Canadian company Barrick Gold, signaled growing public resistance to exploitative industries. Barrick Gold agreed to pay eleven PNG women compensation in 2015 after security guards and police at its Porgera mining site raped them in 2010.

There was also ongoing tension over the billions of dollars of Australian aid delivered to PNG that had been spent on supporting the mining and petroleum industries at the perceived expense of agriculture, which had the potential to benefit many more people. According to a paper released by the Australian National University in 2009, “over 75 percent of PNG people rely on agricultural exports for their livelihood.” Furthermore, the paper stated:


As the PNG government and Australian corporations [and government] pursue profits from the operation of PNG mines and petroleum stations, they have largely ignored the environmental impact that the mines have had on the PNG people … The development of the resource sector has benefited Australian corporations and PNG officials at the expense of the PNG people, who suffer the financial, social and ecological effects of their activities.25



Recognition of the role that PNG officials had played was important. After 1975, Papua New Guineans were rarely asked what they wanted. Policies were imposed by a corrupt Port Moresby elite, Australian bureaucrats, and parochial media. Civil disturbances over low pay and poor working conditions, as well as a lack of employment, were common, but there was little improvement in the standard of living of the majority. Forty years after its independence, PNG’s vital statistics remained some of the poorest in the Asia-Pacific region. The World Bank estimated that close to 40 percent of the population was below the poverty line, the average life expectancy was barely sixty years, and only 33 percent of rural citizens had access to an adequate water source.

Nearly everyone I discussed these figures with in PNG wondered why conditions for most of the country’s citizens remained so inadequate, considering the international support that had been given to the nation in the last four decades. This support was tailored to those with vested interests, and PNG’s political elite were content to leave the country on an aid drip-feed, increasingly dependent on outside forces.

It was another form of disaster capitalism: predatory corporations—supported by foreign-aid payments and tax concessions, and insulated from media scrutiny or political criticism—acted solely to benefit international shareholders and prevented a nation from truly exercising its independence. I saw similarly dysfunctional relationships in Haiti and Afghanistan, where great influence was wielded by the multinationals at work in those countries. PNG would never enjoy real sovereignty unless the ties that bound it to corporations and foreign aid were severed, or at least changed, and the capacity to create self-sufficient businesses was allowed to flourish.

A January 2013 story in Rupert Murdoch’s Australian newspaper perfectly illustrated this problem. The article spoke about Canberra and Port Moresby becoming increasingly close, but the Papua New Guineans themselves were completely ignored in the article. All that mattered, it seemed, was ensuring that the resource pipeline remained open.26 The article’s author, Rowan Callick, was a guest of Australian bank ANZ in PNG in 2013, and again rehashed the tired talking points of foreign businesses exploiting the nation’s resources. Once again, the locals were invisible.27

Bougainville had been a model for resistance to this ugly reality, an island province that foreign interests had expected to bow down and simply accept having its resource wealth exploited, only to face irrepressible opposition. But that was not all that set it apart.

The 1970s saw the emergence of a Bougainville secessionist movement that opposed the province being part of an independent PNG, claiming it had far more in common with its near neighbor, the Solomon Islands. During my visit, I was repeatedly told of the area’s deep racial, spiritual, and cultural connections with the Solomons.28 The BRA then reignited the independence movement in the late 1980s, and it still burned. The Bougainville Peace Agreement, signed in Arawa in 2001 by Port Moresby and Bougainville’s leaders, dictated that a free vote on independence must be held between 2015 and 2020. The PNG elites largely opposed any move towards independence, and Canberra was equally nervous, using friendly reporters to issue warnings of chaos if Bougainville dared go its own way.29 Australian foreign minister Julie Bishop instructed Bougainville in late 2014 that the province was not ready. She added that Australia, New Zealand, and other countries “who are responsible, if you like, for this part of the world” had concerns about independence. Colonial lecturing remained alive and well in the twenty-first century.

A fundamental concern of those who embraced the sovereignty cause had been PNG’s adoption of the Australian state-ownership approach to resources, instead of the more culturally appropriate Melanesian system of landowner rights. The latter involved fair negotiations with the relevant landowners, whereas under the state-ownership model, landowners’ wishes were ignored and community-based protection of the land was often sidelined. A 2014 report published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences in the United States found that this was a common problem across the world, with mining and hydrocarbon companies routinely failing to discuss the effects of their work with local communities.30

Debate about the desire for independence always occurred within the context of a sustainable economic base, which explained the heated discussions about the potential reopening of the Panguna mine. History cast a long shadow over these arguments. The Panguna Landowners’ Association supported mining by local landowners who could then choose to work with foreign companies if they wished. In keeping with this ideology, in March 2012 the PLA released a statement that challenged the PNG Chamber of Mines and Petroleum over its support for state ownership of the country’s resources. Association secretary Lawrence Daveona outlined a number of reasons why it was impossible to trust the promises made by Rio Tinto, or any other multinational. “No adequate controls had been in place,” he said, “to insure that royalties, taxes, environmental law compliance, and human rights” were upheld, and that foreign investors in PNG paid their dues.31

And yet times changed. When I met Daveona in Arawa in 2013, he told me that he supported the reopening of the Panguna mine on strict conditions and said it was the only viable way for Bougainville to achieve independence. Serious allegations of corruption surrounded Daveona,32 and his seemingly newfound desire to work with Rio Tinto could be connected to the company’s financial largesse. He was just one more key stakeholder that the mining company had worked assiduously to buy off in its campaign to operate again. For this treachery, Daveona said he now had to travel with bodyguards. By 2015, the PLA faced growing public opposition to mining, further isolating it from the people.

Samuel Kauona was one of the leaders of the BRA in the late 1980s, alongside the now deceased Francis Ona, a man who had led his people against BCL. He was smeared as a terrorist and obstructionist by the Australian media, but in a 1989 letter he correctly explained that the PNG government was “not for our peoples which would secure their freedom of their rights. It is in fact a government for the economy of PNG and Australia.”

These sentiments still burned into Kauona. I met him in Arawa’s District 17, whose name had been carried over from the mining era. The soft-spoken Kauona was in his late forties and highly articulate. He told me about his twin visions for the island: independence and sustainable mining. For him, keeping the region’s enormous mineral wealth in local hands was essential. “This is why we fought the war,” he said. It is also why, in 2012, he presented the Autonomous Bougainville Government with a mining exploration application. He wanted to examine land that he believed contained gold and silver.33

Kauona, who played an integral part in the peace process that ended the war in the late 1990s, believed that the citizens of Bougainville had to reclaim what was rightfully theirs. When new resources were found, he said, Bougainvilleans should receive appropriate compensation for collaborating with outsiders. He argued that the power dynamic this time must clearly lie with the locals. In 1994, with the civil war still raging, Kauona wrote: “Papua New Guinea and international interests came and took our land without asking, destroyed it and tore it apart, poisoned our streams and made our people sick … You can break our bones, but you can never break our spirit. The land of Bougainville is ours. We will not give up this land.”34

This determination, he explained to me, was instrumental in Bougainvilleans’ war victory against seemingly overwhelming odds. I asked him whether he saw any similarity between his war and those fought by the United States in Afghanistan and Iraq. He did, saying it proved that local knowledge was a powerful weapon when fighting a better-armed adversary.

Kauona resented the fact that Australia supported his opponents, namely the PNG government and its army, during the Crisis through annual aid payments.35 “I would stop all the aid tomorrow,” he told me. “It’s not making people self-sufficient.” He also had little time for the older men who dominated both the Port Moresby and Bougainville parliaments. “We need young people to lead,” he said.

Kauona’s desire to make sure mineral development benefited locals first was shared by other influential Bougainvilleans, including ex-militant and Mekamui spokesman Philip Takaung. On hearing that a number of landowner groups in Bougainville had begun inviting exploration companies onto their lands, he said that environmental management had to be the priority. “We mustn’t let money lure us into disaster, and damage our natural habitat by destroying the eco-system [so that] we will be evacuated somewhere [else] to live.” Takaung had a different message for former BRA fighters:


Don’t be fooled by money, and remember what we all fought for, because when a lot of people see money, they become greedy and forget about the others. A lot of us, especially us the ex-combatants, I can admit right now that we are very greedy. We have lost our soul and vision of what we fought for.36



I asked Kauona about leading the revolution. He said that no one expected it to last so long or to inflict the damage it had—particularly the loss of so many lives. He said he spent most of those years constantly on the move, rarely staying in the same spot for any period of time. His wife had given birth to two girls during the Crisis, and they now had two grandchildren.

He laughed when I mentioned the Sandline controversy. When the PNG government requested military support from Australia and New Zealand, both countries refused, so Port Moresby started negotiating with a London-based mercenary company called Sandline. Run by a former British army officer, Tim Spicer—who headed the mercenary company Aegis and secured hundreds of millions of dollars in contracts in the “war on terror” after 9/11—Sandline was hired to crush the BRA by force. But the plan became public, and the members of the private army, who were mostly hired through a South African group called Executive Outcomes, were disarmed and arrested in PNG before they could cause any damage. “We would have beaten them in two weeks if they had come,” Kauona said proudly. Remnants of Executive Outcomes continued to thrive in the twenty-first century, with former members hired by the Nigerian government in 2015 to fight Boko Haram militants.

When I saw Kauona again in 2013, he remained as defiant as ever against the prospect of Rio Tinto reappearing in the province. I sensed that he saw himself as a potential future leader of an independent Bougainville, and his pedigree made him a possible candidate (he ran for president in the 2015 elections). Kauona’s demand had not changed since our last meeting—namely, compensation from Rio Tinto and accountable legislation that allowed mining, but only on a scale that gave ultimate power to the landowners. He was optimistic that he would achieve his goals.

It was a Sunday morning, and rain was falling as I wandered the muddy streets of Arawa in the stifling humidity. The town’s roads were potholed. Old Mobil and Shell service stations lay in ruins, covered in graffiti. Grime smeared the façades of apartment blocks originally intended for police but that now sheltered locals. Few of the town’s 25,000 inhabitants were out and about. Sunday was when the predominantly churchgoing public attended prayer services. Arawa had been established by Australians as the main service hub for the Panguna mine. But when the Bougainville civil war broke out and the mine was closed, the place was neglected. Now, decades later, it looked and felt like a ghost town. I wondered why the countless millions of dollars of Australian aid had not made any difference here. When I returned in 2013, Arawa still looked forlorn, untouched by development for decades.

I encountered Leonard, a teacher in his fifties. He had betel nut–stained teeth and a sizeable gut. I asked him for his thoughts on the reopening of the Panguna mine and Bougainville’s potential independence. “More than 50 percent of young people here are illiterate and don’t really understand what’s going on,” he said. “I worry that they would be voting for something and not get why. Our people need to understand ourselves better before we do that.”

I asked Leonard why almost everyone talked about a “crisis” rather than a “war” or “conflict” when discussing the brutal fighting that had taken place here in the 1990s. He just said: “We all call it that. Because of this crisis, so many children weren’t educated. We have so much to still do before we can move on.”

One of the as-yet-unresolved issues that came to mind was the dangerous legacy of the large number of wartime weapons still circulating in the community. I learned about this from the head of the Autonomous Bougainville Government’s Veteran Affairs and Weapons Disposal division, Aaron Pita, whom I had visited in Bougainville’s comparatively functional capital, Buka, a four-hour drive from Arawa on a rough road. Pita spoke fluent English, having studied in the United States in the early 1980s. He told me that his job was to find and decommission the countless weapons used during the war and to document on a computer database the names and details of all former combatants, of whom he guessed there might be between 3,000 and 5,000.

The Australian foreign minister Julie Bishop wrote without irony in June 2014 that Canberra was trying to stamp out the spread of illegal weapons by mentioning how “destabilizing” they had been in Bougainville in 1980s.37 She knew that Australia had been a key player in the militarization and arming of that conflict.

During Bishop’s visit to the province in late 2014, she pledged $57 million in aid because “Australia comes as your friend. I’m so impressed by the commitment and energy shown by the people of Bougainville to peace building. The government of Australia will always be a partner and will support everything that is done for the good of Bougainville and its people.” She conveniently omitted mention of the mine. Australia announced in 2015 the expansion of its diplomatic mission in Buka, a clear attempt to deepen its influence over the island’s resources. PNG responded with anger, imposing a travel ban on Australians wanting to visit the province.

Skepticism was rampant on the ground. Pita was ambivalent about the reopening of the mine, fearful, like Leonard, that the issues that had created the backlash against it in the first place had not been resolved. Compensation from Rio Tinto was essential, he said, as was the consent of the landowners of the area and the people of the island. It would be a long process, he told me. He did not seem convinced that mining was the solution to Bougainville’s problems. He said that people who were his age—he was fifty-seven—remembered how badly things had gone the last time around. “Nobody wants to return to that,” he said.

As I wandered around Arawa, women were visible on the streets, and I was able to speak to them in markets, shops, and hotels to get their views. Generally, though, women struggled to be heard here. Politically, PNG was a man’s country—only three of the 109 members of the PNG parliament were female at the time of writing. This reflected a trend throughout the Pacific, which was the region with the lowest level of female political participation in the world. It had been stated that women comprised only 4 percent of politicians in the sixteen-country Pacific Island Forum; this compared with 18 percent across Asia, and nearly 15 percent in the Arab world.38

PNG’s decidedly patriarchal society was also reflected in the fact that sexual assaults and domestic violence against women were common. Médecins Sans Frontières estimated in 2012 that 70 percent of PNG women would be either raped or sexually assaulted at least once in their lifetime.39 Equally disturbing was PNG’s maternal mortality rate, which, according to the United Nations, was one of the highest in the world, at 733 deaths per 100,000 births.

I stayed at the Arawa Women’s Training Center, a basic tourist and worker accommodation unit that also assisted local women to learn domestic skills. It was run by Josephine, a woman in her fifties. She explained that the center had been formed in the wake of the Crisis by a group of women from various political factions. They were united by the desire to help the women who had suffered during the war to gain essential “home management skills,” such as basic accounting, cooking, and sewing.

“Women were the bread-and-butter earners in the family” during the Crisis, Josephine told me. “The women suffered more than men … because they were the backbone of the family and often the opportunity for women to look after their families wasn’t there. There was a blockade with few medical facilities, and basic items like soap, salt, and household needs weren’t around.”

Josephine opposed any return to mining on the island, preferring the development of adventure tourism such as hiking and diving. She believed that tourism combined with agriculture, such as cocoa and copra production and traditional gardening, could fulfill the nation’s economic needs. The ecological record of the Panguna mine was so bad, she explained, that it was almost unimaginable that it could reopen.

This last concern was echoed in 2011 by Patricia Tapakau, president of Panguna Women in Mining, a group representing women in thirteen mining-affected areas. Tapakau told Inter Press Service that her members were nervous about the future. “What sort of mining and with what process will [Panguna] reopen?” she asked. “We need to know, because we don’t want any more destruction. We have had enough of that.”40

Bougainville Women in Mining, a female advocacy group of six mining lease areas, submitted a report in 2014 that demanded its voice be heard before any serious discussions were entered into over a reopened mine. “Bougainville is a matrilineal society,” they concluded, after condemning male authority at all levels.

It was clear that reopening the Panguna mine was one of the most contentious and emotive issues in Bougainville. There was no consensus on the island about how to move forward. One former Mekamui commander, Moses Pipiro, summed up the disagreement when he said in 2012 that the redevelopment of the mine site was inappropriate until the people of Bougainville were educated about what options were available to them.41 These obviously included forgetting about the mine and focusing on agriculture. After all, people had noticed that the fertility of the soil in certain areas around the mine had improved in the last two-and-a-half decades, and that coconuts had reappeared in many villages. Also, BCL had yet to explain how it would remove the huge amount of toxic waste still polluting much of the site.

Still, a new beginning for Panguna was firmly on the agenda at an initial meeting between the Autonomous Bougainville Government, BCL, and landowners in July 2012. Soon afterwards, the interim chairman of the Panguna Landowners Association, Chris Damana, told Radio Australia that all stakeholders wanted Rio Tinto to return. “BCL will … reopen the mine but needs to tidy up a lot of things before they come,” he said. “We all agree that BCL will come back because they have learned their mistake … and maybe we can start on a new slate.”42 He added that, for the mine to reopen, it was vital that a reconciliation ceremony be held and “belcol money” (compensation) be paid to those who had suffered in the region. All interested parties apparently expressed satisfaction with the discussion.

Bernadine Kirra, the chairwoman of the lower-tailings landowners, the 3,000-strong group that had suffered the most while the mine was open, also told Radio Australia in July 2012 that it was vital that Panguna again operated, so that BCL could “build maybe some schools for a better standard [of education] and maybe better hospitals for Bougainville.”43

These were all understandable desires on the part of Bougain-villeans. The question was whether or not the mining companies could be trusted to fulfill them. Unsurprisingly, the chairman of BCL, Peter Taylor, was enthusiastic about his company’s prospects, telling a shareholders’ meeting in Port Moresby in May 2012: “There is widespread agreement today that Bougainville’s economic future needs mining if it is able to fund services for the people from its own resources.”44 However, he made no mention of the environmental destruction that occurred the last time the mine was running, nor of how this would be addressed, despite claiming it would cost around $3 billion to reopen the site. He was still sticking to the commercial positives in April 2013, when he said that the mine would employ around 2,500 workers and yield its valuable minerals for roughly twenty-four years; according to Taylor, it would take six years to ready the mine for production. One mining expert, Gavin Mudd, told Radio Australia that it would cost at least $1 billion to clean up the environment in Bougainville.45 Although it was not guaranteed that BCL would ever return to Panguna, Taylor said in 2014 that he knew his company was the “preferred devil” of the Bougainville authorities.46

Market doubts concerning BCL, in particular about the negotiations to resume mining activity on Bougainville, led to the company recording a financial loss in 2011. “Uncertainty is poison,” said European Shareholders of Bougainville Copper president Axel Sturm in March 2012, before demanding that the PNG government invest heavily in Panguna to get it moving again.47 The resources at stake were likely to continue to win over investors—BCL announced in 2013 that Panguna contained up to 5 million tons of copper and 19 million ounces of gold, worth $41 billion and $32 billion respectively. Sturm, photographed with BCL head Peter Taylor in Singapore in 2013, claimed without evidence that “the majority of Bougainvilleans are aware that their personal future depends on the reopening of the Panguna mine by a trustful organization like Bougainville Copper Limited.”48

The PNG government welcomed the renewed interest shown in PNG by Rio Tinto and other resource giants such as Shell, mostly because Port Moresby was desperate for foreign investment. The minister for petroleum and energy, William Duma, said that this was “a demonstration of the trust and confidence multinationals around the globe have for PNG … We as a country stand to gain more and we can’t go wrong.”49 Prime Minister Peter O’Neill, officiating at the opening of a Shell office in the capital in February 2012, reassured foreign investors that “despite the perception of political instability, unlike many other countries of the world, PNG has been able to maintain the confidence of the business community.”50

But the governor of PNG’s Gulf Province, Havila Kavo, voiced his concerns, asking why Shell was being welcomed back to the nation after the company had described PNG as a “failed state” a decade earlier. “They [Shell] ripped off the country and left,” he said. “What infrastructure have they left and what positive development have they left before departing? Such companies have no confidence in the country.”51 It seemed that Shell had decided to retract its previously held views in order to participate in PNG’s developing gas industry.52

It was rare that a poor country could resist the charms of a multinational offering substantial investment within its borders. This was an option open only to strong economies and institutions. The Norwegian government, for example, divested from Rio Tinto in 2008 to the tune of $1 billion, for its “grossly unethical conduct” at its mine at Grasberg in West Papua, which involved “severe environmental damage.”53 In September 2012, the New Zealand Superannuation Fund also pulled its investment from the Grasberg mine, in which Rio Tinto holds a 40 percent stake, explaining that its key reason for doing so was the human rights abuses committed by Indonesian forces against locals.54 In 2015, the global union IndustriALL, representing 50 million workers globally, launched a campaign to highlight Rio Tinto’s awful record on the environment and employee rights. The Australian Tax Office investigated Rio Tinto and BHP Billiton in 2015 for allegedly avoiding tax due to some of their operations being based in Singapore.

Sometimes, though, the legacies of the past were challenged. A US lawsuit filed in 2002 against Rio Tinto by landowners in Bougainville, who claimed that the company had been involved in the commission of war crimes and genocide during the Crisis, was dismissed in 2013. An attorney for the landowners, Steve Berman, told Radio Australia in November 2011 that Rio Tinto had “financed the helicopters and troop carriers and communications devices, and the means that the [PNG] government used to try and suppress the uprising.”55 The class action represented up to 14,000 Bougainvilleans, and Freedom of Information requests revealed that the Australian, British, and US governments had lobbied for its failure. Australia wrote to the US State Department in 2001 that the case “would be an unsettling and destabilizing event in circumstances where the need for stability and certainty on the island is paramount.”56 It is unsurprising that Rio Tinto, a multinational with 66,000 staff, would be so keen to quash legal action, as it is a corporation constantly pursuing its mining agenda against local communities around the world, from Madagascar to Indonesia, Mongolia, and the United States.57

Documents uncovered by the London-based Corporate Responsibility Coalition in 2014 revealed that the British government had consistently “supported [Rio Tinto] in ducking out of scrutiny in the US courts.”58 Business lobbying trumped human rights every time.

There were additional concerns in PNG today about a “mobocracy.” That was the word used by Sam Koim, the chairman of PNG’s Task Force Sweep, which was set up in 2011 to look into government corruption. “A mob is beginning to dominate the resources at the expense of the majority,” he said. Koim has accused Prime Minister Peter O’Neill of corruption.59 Documents released by WikiLeaks confirmed the belief that the PNG political establishment was a “totally dysfunctional blob” and that the country was trapped in “Ponzi politics.” Such honest statements ran counter to the usual comments by Australian officials, who spoke of “institution building.”60 The problem extended to Australia, where money laundering by PNG politicians and other officials to the tune of tens of millions of dollars was common.61

One good piece of news in 2012 was the announcement of a sovereign fund that would save some of the huge wealth created through oil, gas, and mineral exploitation in PNG. But, again, critics worried that a corrupt government was ill-equipped to manage it, and at the time of writing the idea remained unfulfilled. “The real challenge is keeping sticky fingers out of the revenues pot,” wrote former PNG prime minister Mekere Morauta.62 The 2013 announcement by the PNG government to consolidate state-owned companies and the country’s oil and mining assets, including Bougainville Copper and Ok Tedi, into a new corporate structure was heralded as a better way of maximizing the benefits to the people, although without proper oversight the mistakes of the past were destined to be repeated.63

The worrying backdrop to all of these factors was Australia itself, which appeared to be thwarting the autonomy of its northern neighbor in order to protect its significant vested interests. This sentiment was articulated by then Australian foreign minister Bob Carr in March 2012, when he warned PNG against postponing upcoming elections, as that would “place Australia in a position where we’d have no alternative but to organize the world to condemn and isolate Papua New Guinea.” Carr subsequently backed down in the face of PNG anger—by late 2012, he was claiming that PNG could be a regional leader64—but the outburst was instructive of the mentality that resided in the Australian political elite.

Australia paid lip service to the idea that PNG was an independent nation, but its actions over the last few decades—not least making a poor nation dependent on its largesse in the form of aid—had made sovereignty close to impossible. “PNG has a way of holding itself together but we do have to be watchful,” the Australian high commissioner to Port Moresby, Ian Kemish, said patronizingly before the country’s 2012 election. A few years earlier, PNG’s high commissioner to Australia, Charles Lepani, had critically reviewed Australia’s John Howard government as “proselytising the values of Western society without attempting to understand the values of Pacific islands culture.”65

Successive Australian governments had seen PNG as a problem that could be managed through aid agreements, which were currently worth more than $500 million annually. Canberra even appeared willing to tolerate the loss of funds to PNG corruption, despite spending more than $160 million on Australian advisers in the first decade of the twenty-first century to “strengthen governance.”66

In 2011, AusAID introduced a “Mining for Development” initiative, which claimed to “provide countries with the expertise they need to build a sustainable mining sector, making better use of revenues, improving socially and environmentally sustainable development, and growing the economy.” All fine words, except that in PNG they were completely contradicted by the facts on the ground.67 Canberra had even brought out politicians and bureaucrats from across the world, mainly Africa, on “study tours” to see how apparently model corporations such as BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto conducted their business. In November 2012, ten women from five African countries toured Queensland and Western Australian mines and their communities. Sylvie Gilbert, a provincial director of Madagascar’s interregional department of mines, told the ABC: “One of the things I am hoping to learn from this study trip is better governance principles as well as a better income stream for the country.”68

A PNG blogger, Martyn Namorong, called this idea “neo-colonization” and asked what kinds of positive development PNG locals had seen in the areas where mining was occurring. He wrote that the Australian government, through AusAID, had been pursuing a clear agenda for years: “to act in Australian mining company interests as they did in Bougainville.” He also damned the PNG “elite,” who were trained in Australia and “run the country” only with regard for the interests of outside forces and themselves.69 Resistance to this agenda was growing both internally and outside PNG. One important development was the Australasian Centre for Corporate Responsibility moving resolutions at the 2014 BCL Annual General Meeting demanding an independent review of the role and responsibility of the company in Bougainville.

Privatized aid was too often sold as the answer. The think-tank Australian Strategic Policy Institute released a report in 2013 that called for greater Australian aid for Bougainville, claiming civil unrest would occur without it, completely ignoring the complicity of Canberra in the province’s troubles during the Crisis. Sending more AusAID money would not make locals forget who backed the polluting mine in the first place. Even stranger was that AusAID released a 2008 report that recommended against reopening the mine—“the mine community’s attitude to profit-seeking foreigners is dour”—and advocated agriculture. This message had been ignored because of the closeness between Canberra and Rio Tinto.

Australia’s adoption in 2011 of the global Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), welcomed by the NGO Jubilee Australia, was viewed suspiciously by critics in PNG. There was a lack of solid evidence that the plan, which aimed to provide transparency concerning company revenues in countries where extractive industries were important, had helped the nations that had signed up, which included Liberia, Niger, and Mongolia. In fact, the Financial Times reported in 2013 that countries in Africa that were involved in EITI, such as Mozambique, continued to struggle with endemic corruption.70 The United States announced in 2014 that it would begin reporting under the scheme.

But there were some in PNG who wanted even more Australian involvement in the country. I spent some time in Port Moresby with an employee of Oxfam who told me he wished that Australia would again take control of PNG. He said the nation’s independence in 1975, pushed by Michael Somare, had come too early, and that not enough local people were equipped to manage the new country. This had led, in his view, to the current malaise whereby corrupt politicians were wasting PNG’s vast natural wealth. He said his father still spoke longingly about the pre-1975 days, when Australia supposedly treated PNG in a respectful way.

This man claimed that his view was widely shared across PNG, though I had only come across a handful of other supporters. I had never before heard of a formerly colonized people wanting to be once again controlled by their former colonizers, but it was not hard to see the logic. How else to repair a troubled state with poor public services and wasted or stolen resources when there was little faith that locals could solve the myriad of problems? Though whether an army of well-meaning Australian aid workers on high salaries would do any better was clearly arguable.

PNG needed a new model of investment—one that did not treat the country’s natural wealth as jewels to be admired and then taken. If this was not forthcoming, the horrors of Bougainville might be repeated. When I walked around the old, decaying mine in Panguna, I imagined the rusted trucks being replaced with new models and the whole cycle of exploitation beginning again, the resource curse striking anew. Riches were there for the taking, and there was currently little incentive for Western corporations to behave any differently unless a public campaign of naming and shaming took place.

A truly sovereign Papua New Guinea—sovereign not simply in name but in reality—was not created in 1975. Disaster capitalism was ingrained in the new regime from the very beginning, something for which Australia bears a deep responsibility. Today, there is an obligation to assist Port Moresby to break free of the aid trap and develop far more sustainable practices—most obviously, agricultural ones. The people and tools are already there. All that is now needed is investment in infrastructure, training, and education—and a change in mindset.

PNG should not be condemned to remain a land that offers little to locals and much to Western shareholders. Twenty-first-century independence is surely possible.
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The United States: “The land of the free
has become a country of prisons”


Follow the money. Never mind what privatization does or doesn’t do to state budgets; think instead of what it does for both the campaign coffers and the personal finances of politicians and their friends. As more and more government functions get privatized, states become pay-to-play paradises, in which both political contributions and contracts for friends and relatives become a quid pro quo for getting government business. Are the corporations capturing the politicians, or the politicians capturing the corporations? Does it matter?

Paul Krugman, New York Times, 2012



America incarcerates a higher proportion of its population than any other country in the world. It operates a system that demonizes and stigmatizes African-Americans and immigrants on an unprecedented scale, resembling a social experiment in population control. In her book The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, US writer Michelle Alexander explained that the “war on drugs” had crippled entire communities. In thirty years, the prison population had soared from 300,000 to more than two million. Meanwhile, the globally expansionist and violent “war on terror” that followed 9/11 brought greater division and repression at home.

The Obama administration made a small though welcome change in 2014 to allow around 50,000 nonviolent federal drug offenders to seek lower sentences; at the same time, however, a battle against immigrants surged—a battle that had forced millions of refugees to pass through detention facilities since the 1980s. In December 2014 President Obama issued an executive order that might save 5 million immigrants from being deported.

“No other country in the world imprisons so many of its racial or ethnic minorities,” Alexander wrote. “The United States imprisons a larger percentage of its black population than South Africa did at the height of apartheid. In Washington DC, our nation’s capitol [sic], it is estimated that three out of four young black men (and nearly all those in the poorest neighborhoods) can expect to serve time in prison.”1 These facts are mirrored across the country. The Vera Institute of Justice released a study in late 2014 that found mass incarceration to be “one of the major public health challenges facing the United States,” due to millions of people suffering acute physical and mental problems both in prison and once they were free.

“The land of the free has become a country of prisons,” Human Rights Watch noted in 2014, issuing a report that outlined the absurd number of Americans facing jail time for minor and nonviolent crimes.2 The New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik assessed that there were “more black men in the grip of the criminal justice system—in prison, on probation or on parole—than were in slavery [in 1850]. Overall there are now more people under ‘correctional supervision’ in America—more than six million—than were in the Gulag Archipelago under Stalin at its height.”3

Private prison corporations saw a unique opportunity to make a financial killing from the explosion in numbers of men and women behind bars. A bipartisan belief that incarceration might solve America’s social problems has been an abject failure—but don’t tell this to the firms turning a profit. California, for example, dealt with its overcrowded prisons and lax medical care for inmates by opening more centers run by the Geo Group, one of the country’s biggest contractors. The revolving door between such firms and the federal government was highlighted in 2014, when the company appointed Julie Myers Wood to its board. From 2006 to 2008, she was the Department of Homeland Security assistant secretary running ICE (US Immigration and Customs Enforcement).

Rather than examining the reasons so many people end up behind bars, in 2014 California made the decision to allow Geo to open a women’s center in Bakersfield. It was estimated that this new center would increase company profits over a four-year period from $38 million to $66 million.4 Geo had a history of allowing sexual abuse and poor medical care at its facilities. The long list of failings included serious allegations of sexual assault on the part of Central American women at a Geo-run center near San Antonio.5 Thankfully, California voters saw sense in the 2014 mid-term elections and supported Proposition 47, which reclassified nonviolent crimes as misdemeanors. As a result, tens of thousands of people would either be freed or not convicted in the first place.

The number of private prisons across the nation has increased by a factor of twenty since the 1990s, and the inmate population stands at thirty-one times what it was then. Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) was established in 1983 and ran its first prison in Texas in that year. Between 1999 and 2010, there was an 80 percent surge in private facilities, including a 784 percent increase in federally administered prisons and a 40 percent increase at the state level.6 The prison industry was not only building cells and managing the facilities, but also producing equipment, paints, body armor, military helmets, and ammunition.

A number of states, including Ohio, have ended their relationship with private prison operators. They have realized that the risks and costs of outsourcing far outweighed any initial benefits. The ACLU reported in 2011 that Ohio’s private prisons offered few rehabilitation courses, resulting in higher rates of recidivism.7 However, in a rare piece of good news, the Federal Bureau of Prisons announced in 2015 that it would not be renewing its contract with CCA for the Northeast Ohio Corrections Center in Youngstown. Poor conditions at the facility, riots, unsanitary food, and lax security were all good reasons cited for closing the center down.

The reasons for the US obsession with imprisonment are not very mysterious. Politicians have feared being seen as “soft on crime”—a fear driven by a tabloid press that celebrated harsh sentencing. Attacks on the poor and underprivileged neatly dovetailed with the popularity of lengthy mandatory minimum sentences and the “three-strike” laws that put people behind bars for life for stealing a chocolate bar. Enormous numbers of people were jailed without any chance of parole. The National Research Council released a 464-page report in 2014 detailing why these policies had been enacted: “Deeply held racial fears, anxieties and animosities likely explain the resonance of coded racial appeals concerning crime-related issues.”8

The possibility of serious sentencing reform has remained distant, because prison contractors lobby legislators for tougher judgments, improving their revenue. According to the former director of the Oklahoma Department of Corrections, Justin Jones, “The bottom line is that private prisons’ current business plans simply cannot coexist with meaningful evidence-based sentencing reform. If we want a fair and smart system, we have to cut these dangerous pushers [contractors] out of the deal entirely.”9 Without meaningful sentencing reform and removal of the commercial imperative, the United States will be left with around 160,000 people serving life sentences, some of whom are innocent and don’t deserve to never again see freedom.10

Immigrants have faced similar problems. The 9/11 attacks heightened anxieties that an unknown threat must be contained. Steve Logan, CEO of Cornell Companies, an immigration detention business, told a Wall Street analyst in 2001 that these new circumstances were “positive for our business. The federal business is the best business for us. It’s the most consistent business for us and the events of September 11 are increasing that level of business.”11

Little has changed since, except that more people are in detention. Prisons for criminals and facilities for immigrants were separate, and yet the business logic behind them was the same. Ironically, despite the rhetoric of privatization advocates praising the wonders of the market, firms like CCA and Geo Group are leeching off government contracts.12 In 2014, CCA was caught falsifying staff hours to boost its profits in Idaho. The company escaped with a minor fine.13 It remains the country’s largest private prison contractor.

The situation was so out of control that it constituted a national crisis. It is why the New York Times editorialized in 2014 that “the American experiment in mass incarceration has been a moral, legal, social, and economic disaster. It cannot end soon enough.”14 The paper urged states to find alternatives to prison, improve rehabilitation, and reduce sentences. Notably, there was no mention of the companies encouraging the maintenance, or even growth, of the prison population. CCA sent letters to forty-eight states in 2012 offering to buy their prisons—on the condition that the states guaranteed 90 percent occupancy and a twenty-year management contract.15 Some states did deals with the Geo Group to ensure contractually that 100 percent of prison beds would be filled every night.

Some states, such as Georgia, even outsourced the killing of prisoners. After the execution of black man Troy Davis in 2011, the Southern Center for Human Rights filed a complaint against a company called CorrectHealth for the underhanded means it had used to obtain the drug used to kill him.16

Racism was central to an understanding of why Georgia was the state with the highest proportion of adults under correctional control in the nation. A 2014 report by the ACLU and other civil society groups proved that ICE had increased its arrest rate of immigrants between 2007 and 2013 by 953 percent. People of color were disproportionately targeted: in 2013, 96.4 percent of all detainees had a “dark or medium complexion.”17

Profit-seeking companies were benefiting from this reality. Sadly, the problem went well beyond incarceration. For-profit corporations found a new way to make money in Georgia and beyond, privatizing misdemeanor probation—allowing a company representative to supervise people who were unable to pay minor fines. Jail was used as a threat to make vulnerable citizens pay up. Contractors stood accused of abusing their role by linking a probation officer’s earnings to the collection of payments from those on her or his caseload.18

Human Rights Watch published a major report into this scam in 2014, showing that probationers were forced to pay companies for “supervision” services while their debts were settled.19 It was a burgeoning industry that included private halfway-houses, pension funds, electronic tagging, and prohibitively expensive phone cards for detainees. Geo Group ran a range of such “community re-entry services.”20

The outcome of these failed policies was clear. Louisiana had been the world’s prison capital since 2012, with a higher incarceration rate than Iran or China (though by 2015 the number had slightly fallen due to sentencing reforms and a re-entry program for inmates). This was due to a rigged legal system in which sheriffs, judges, prosecutors, and politicians benefited, politically or financially, from close ties to private prison outfits. Facilities avoided having empty beds because sheriffs ran the entire enterprise for profit, then diverted the money to their law-enforcement section. Despite such high levels of imprisonment, or maybe because of it, the state was still one of the poorest in the nation.21

A landmark 2011 study by the Arizona Department of Corrections found little evidence that privatized prisons saved the state any money. In fact, statistics showed that private facilities appeared less expensive because they only housed the relatively healthy. “It’s cherry-picking,” said Arizona’s state Democrat representative, Chad Campbell. “They leave the most expensive prisoners with taxpayers and take the easy prisoners.”22 This left an army of mentally ill inmates rotting away in state-run prisons that were often in worse shape than when they had arrived, according to a 2014 report by the Treatment Advocacy Center.23 According to a 2012 study by the same organization, 356,000 mentally disturbed people were held in prisons nationwide, while only 35,000 were housed in psychiatric facilities.24

This is how it worked. The American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) was a body that brought together conservative legislators and the private sector to draft market-friendly policies around the country. In Arizona, ALEC routinely indulged politicians making decisions about immigration policy with parties and exclusive access to sports events—and yet the politicians only needed to disclose that they had attended an ALEC conference. Lobbying greased the wheels of a faltering democracy, handsomely filling re-election coffers.25

In recent years, Arizona’s approach to immigrants has been one of the most repressive. In 2010, a law allowing police to stop and imprison people who could not show evidence they had entered the country legally was drafted by the private prison industry. CCA was involved, and its lobbyists donated funds to local politicians who co-sponsored the bill.26 A 2011 report by the Justice Policy Institute (JPI) found concrete examples of CCA, Geo Group, and others directly financing politicians. CCA donated $1.9 million in political contributions between 2003 and 2012, according to the National Institute of Money in State Politics.27 Paul Ashton, coauthor of Gaming the System,28 said that the JPI report showed that “private prison companies’ interests lie in promoting their business through maintaining political relationships rather than saving taxpayer dollars and effectively ensuring public safety.”29 In 2013 CAA’s revenue reached nearly $1.7 billion, with a profit of $300 million. All of this money had come from government contracts; it was a nice form of subsidized socialism, if you could get it.

It was not as if the companies hid their agenda. In 2010, CCA’s annual report boldly stated that a “relaxation of enforcement efforts” would reduce “demand for our facilities and services.” Geo Group’s annual report in the same year expressed concern at the growing movement towards “decriminalization of drugs and controlled substances” and how it might “potentially reduce demand for correctional facilities.”30

But making money from prisons remained an appealing option for venture capitalists. The Geo Group received millions of dollars from the Gates Foundation, founded by Bill and Melinda Gates, despite pressure from activists for them to withdraw their money because of company abuses. The foundation defended its actions. In 2014 its media spokesperson said: “We understand the passion of people standing up for injustice. That is what motivates us all at the foundation every day,” going on to explain that the foundation was contributing billions of dollars to good causes around the world.31

A more humane system for prisoners and immigrants is bad for the bottom line and would be fought bitterly all the way. But this reflects an ideological position: an insistence on placing a price-tag on every aspect of life. The United States has exported this philosophy to the world with remarkable success. Failures at home—glaringly obvious if examined—are routinely ignored in the rush for “efficiency” and “cost-cutting.” The harm caused to human lives is collateral damage.

The conference hall was huge and the atmosphere buzzing. Heavily made-up women and men in badly fitting suits stood around soliciting interest from the thousands of delegates. Hundreds of companies were exhibiting their products in Salt Lake City at the American Correctional Association (ACA) conference in 2014. With money to make, and wardens and sheriffs arriving from across America and internationally to source new products to deck out their public and private facilities, business was booming. The ACA was the world’s largest and “oldest association developed specifically for practitioners in the correctional profession.” The terror threat was hyped daily in the media, so a massive market existed to keep a sense of insecurity permanently afloat across the country.

Wandering around the exhibition hall, I saw a Homeland Security Evidence Collection Kit for $1,000, which included a range of objects, including tweezers, a tape measure, and a urine specimen jar—apparently the perfect accessory for police authorities in the post-9/11 environment.

While I was in Salt Lake City there were riots in Ferguson, Missouri, over the police killing of a young black man, Michael Brown. Television images showed a militarized police force looking as if they were equipped to face insurgents in Iraq. A Department of Defense program allowed the transfer of excess military equipment to local police forces. With massive budget hikes, local law enforcement increasingly claimed that it needed to prepare for war and terrorism. The streets of Missouri increasingly mirrored the war zones of Baghdad.

Avon Protection produced “respiratory protection system technology specializing primarily in military and law enforcement.” It was exactly the kind of equipment worn by police in Ferguson. I asked its rep if such outfits were increasingly popular with law enforcement, and he said that they were, because the threat level had risen on the streets and in prisons.

This was why the annual Urban Shield conference, held across the country, was the country’s biggest first-responder event, at which police forces purchased billions of dollars’ worth of SWAT gear. At the 2014 event in Oakland, California, the Department of Homeland Security, together with corporations such as Verizon, Motorola, and Uber, participated enthusiastically in an industry that was experiencing phenomenal growth, assisted by the decades-long “war on drugs.” Items on sale included advanced drones and a device designed by Shield Defence Systems that temporarily blinded a suspect, facilitating their apprehension. When Mother Jones reporter Shane Bauer asked an Urban Shield representative if the United States was becoming a police state, he replied: “I think there is some validity to that.” 32

There was a great deal of money to be made at the Salt Lake City event. With many prisons still being built in the country, “green technology” was used to reduce correctional costs—a mixed blessing. It was a positive step that sustainability was now a consideration in such facilities, but it could also be viewed as greenwashing. For example, the founder of Green Prison, George H. Berghorn, was friendly—“I’m politically slightly right of center, but not Tea Party crazy”—and committed to building new, sustainable prisons. I asked him whether he should consider constructing fewer prisons, rather than striving to make them more “green.” He declined to engage in a political discussion.

Despite the number of companies turning a profit from the prison industry, the number of adults in some form of correctional arrangement has continued to fall marginally. Though it is not the impression you would get from the tabloid media, crime and incarceration rates have continued to decline. In 2013 the federal prison population fell by 4,800 inmates. Perhaps this was why prison contractors such as CCA and GEO Group were the only companies at the event unwilling to share much information with journalists—they were cautious about saying anything that might jeopardize their lucrative trade.

I saw products that remained unavailable anywhere else. Crossbar produced a plastic e-cigarette designed exclusively for prisoners. Executive Vice President Greg Crockett told me that neither he nor the product’s inventor were smokers, but that in the eighteen months since its launch, interest in the product had been massive both domestically and globally—1 million units had been sold. Released inmates had asked to buy the product but had been told it was unavailable for retail. Tobacco possession was illegal in detention facilities, so Crossbar had designed a system that allowed prisoners to get their hit while enriching wardens with a legal kickback. One jail administrator in Kentucky said it had provided his prison with more than $7,000 in additional revenue every month.

Droneshield manufactured a device advertised to protect prisons from drones smuggling in contraband. Users received alerts by email or text message at a cost of $1,000 per service. An employee said that the company had also received interest from farmers, including in Australia, who wanted to protect themselves from animal rights activists using unmanned aerial vehicles to monitor cattle.

Avera eCare was a model providing prisons with tools to administer medical care to inmates, though the company’s representative said that prisoners could still be taken to the hospital if necessary. The company’s brochure stated: “The cost of an inmate transfer plus average emergency room charges can exceed $4,000.” There were many similar companies at the conference claiming to assist prisons in providing healthcare, though it was hard not to conclude that they were motivated less by the priority of helping detainees than by saving funds for the state-run or private penal institution. Many firms offered services for prisons to treat sex offenders. These were expensive programs that would once have been provided by the state or not at all.

One of the effects of disaster capitalism is the reduction of even marginal state oversight, allowing officials to outsource services that were once under their control. I saw smartphone apps designed to give drug tests to “clients” on probation. The spokesperson from Eramnow said it was almost impossible for a participant to fake clear eyes—the technology assessed the redness of eyes to detect drug use—unless “you take eyedrops before looking at the camera.” Not so foolproof, after all.

Washington State Correctional Industries used inmate labor to make clothes and furniture, and the “Programming Security Chair” allowed prisoners to be chained to a seat. Its PR casually noted: “The offender is able to sit and work easily under full restraint.” The company told me that a number of inmates could be in the seats, in a classroom setting or in solitary, completely incapacitated, “under full restraint.” The man was proud of his company’s work, though he acknowledged that the inmates received a pitifully small wage for their work. “It’s all about the experience that they can then take with them when they’re back in the outside world,” he explained.

Grainger is one of the world’s biggest providers of equipment for firemen, the military, and police forces. Its large catalog featured items ranging from spit masks to tactical vests. Josh Schofield, the company’s government program manager in public safety, told me that the use of this equipment had massively increased in recent years, with SWAT teams becoming the normal tool for addressing many community policing issues that years ago had been managed in a less confrontational way. This cultural shift had provided a business opportunity.

Tex-Net used netting around a prison perimeter to prevent contraband entering the facility. Its rep, Annette Scarperia, said she was confident that it was nearly impossible for anyone to breach her firm’s product, though she admitted that the use of drones complicated matters; another company would have to tackle that problem, she explained.

PPSS build the “world’s toughest cell extraction vest.” The vest was worn by a stout English employee who had previously worked in the British army and in a prison in the north of England that had been closed down. Hammers and nails lay nearby to test the strength of the vest. “Nothing gets through it,” he proudly declared, “including needles.” I picked up a nail and tried to pierce the vest, without success. According to the PR, the vest was designed to protect officers from some of the “most hostile, brutal, vicious, and irrational human beings on the planet.”

The event was held in a large conference center on a humid August day in the heart of Salt Lake City—the capital of Mormonism, surrounded by mountains. Many of the participants were overweight, though it was not clear whether this was a function of the national trend or of the industry they were in. Smiling and friendly, they all appeared to enjoy their jobs and were proud to share their ideas about the corrections business.

They were predominantly male and included whites, Hispanics, and African-Americans. These were the wardens, prison contractors, sheriffs’ department employees, spin-doctors, and armies of consultants and auditors from prisons in the US and around the world. Many expressed a desire to improve conditions for detainees, and it would obviously have been glib to imagine that the thousands of participants were all sadists; but there was little serious questioning of the harsh, punitive ideology underpinning US “justice.”

In session after session, speakers outlined their vision for dealing with potential suicides, bad media coverage, and healthcare. My journalist colleague Shane Bauer—we saw no other media in attendance—had visited the preceding conference, held in a different city. After I left, he was thrown out by the ACA in Salt Lake City for allegedly failing to disclose that he was a reporter, though I had never seen him conceal the fact. Bizarrely, a photograph of Bauer appeared in the next edition of the ACA magazine, as a participant. He said he had met a number of people in the industry who professed a desire to liberalize the ways in which individuals were incarcerated, and that some had succeeded in making minor changes. But the dominant imperative remained punishment for profit. I heard a lot of hardline Republican-type talk in Salt Lake City, voices critical of minorities, with little sympathy expressed for inmates.

Bauer knew all about the emotional turmoil of being behind bars, having been imprisoned for twenty-six months in Iran after he, his wife, and a friend had accidently hiked into Iranian territory from Iraq, in 2009. On his return home, he investigated solitary confinement in US prisons and found that conditions there were more isolating and brutal than what he had experienced in Tehran’s Evin prison. When Washington last released data on prisoners held in solitary confinement, in 2005, the figure stood at 80,000. Many had been isolated, with little prospect of release, for crimes such as reading left-wing books and black literature.33 California officials had cited the possession of such material as evidence of gang affiliation and thus determined that solitary confinement was appropriate. In South Carolina, prison officials send inmates caught using Facebook to isolation for years.

Children under eighteen continue to be subjected to solitary confinement in many US states. Figures for 2011 released by the Department of Justice revealed that, of the 61,423 minors in youth detention, one in five were in isolation—while 95,000 more juveniles were held in adult prisons. Studies have demonstrated the profound mental and physical torture of this experience—inflicted in both public and private institutions.34

The ACA did not speak of such things, preferring to present itself as an enlightened, reforming organization. During a meeting of the ACA Committee on International Corrections, they expressed pride at having established a scholarship program for poor people in developing nations who wanted to attend the next ACA conference in California—one way, perhaps, to soften the image of the prison business in the eyes of the general public.

I attended one session on the lessons that could be drawn from the experience of Scandinavian prisons. Jim Conway, a retired superintendent from the infamous Attica Correctional Facility in New York—where at least forty-three people died during an uprising in 1971—had toured the region’s jails, none of which were privatized. He was amazed at the conditions for prisoners, the number of guards employed, the well-appointed kitchens, and the use of solar energy.

But Conway was not sold. Nordic nations had a “focus on inmate privacy. In the US the right to privacy was gone. Society is supposed to be normal, not prison. Privacy is a right you gave up when you came in. They put people in solitary for no longer than one week to ten days. In the US we don’t think twice about putting someone away for one year.” A male member of the audience shared Conway’s skepticism. “It’s a different culture over there,” he said. “It’s an open-border system, so anybody who arrives gets benefits and assistance.”

Another session featured two doctors employed by the private operator Corizon, which turned a profit from inmate healthcare. They both argued that their company was doing a “great job” reducing the rate of suicide inside jails, though it remained stubbornly high—one of the leading causes of inmate deaths, responsible for more fatalities than drugs, alcohol, or homicide. A man named Frank Smart died in a jail in Pennsylvania in 2015, and his mother accused Corizon healthcare staff inside the facility of not giving her son his required medication. Smart suffered from seizures and had not yet been found guilty of any crime. Corizon obtained the contract at the Allegheny County Jail after promising to cut healthcare costs for $1 million.

One of the final events was an insightful guide to media management. Karla West, director of communications at Davidson County’s sheriff’s office in Nashville, Tennessee, was a bubbly presenter. She urged wardens and sheriffs to be honest and not to duck journalists’ questions. “When we contract out prisons to CCA, it’s important that we as a sheriff’s department have the same talking points as the private contractor,” she explained. “Sometimes a media story appears that shows we haven’t coordinated our message.” West suggested prison contractors use “PR words to soften meaning of actions.” I had observed this trend in the immigration debates in Britain and Australia. For example, “restricted housing” means solitary confinement. The term “Shu,” popularized on the TV show Orange Is the New Black, stands for “Security Housing Unit”—in other words, complete isolation.

In the evening, I attended a party with Shane Bauer organized by GTL, a provider of communication and technology to prisons. At a venue called the Green Pig Pub, near the center of town, we congregated on a rooftop bar overlooking the mountains as the sun was setting. Filled with mostly white men with substantial bellies, the bar offered free tacos and alcohol to lubricate the conversation—courtesy of GTL.

Those in attendance were friendly, and many of those in company uniforms were keen to chat and relax. Greg worked for GTL and had been in the communication business for prisons for eighteen years. He loved his job, as he was keen on technology and reveled in the chance to promote it. “This industry hasn’t changed for over 100 years,” he told me; it was run “by men who didn’t see any need to do so. But new technology is forcing these shifts, and my generation is at the forefront of it.”

Scott worked for the British company Call Sense. With only seven staff in America, it was a small operation with good growth prospects. It sold a metal detector that was highly sought after in prisons for finding mobile phones, knives, and guns. Scott told me that he had previously worked in stem-cell research but was attracted to a business that allowed him to travel. He loves “the corrections business because it was friendly and helped people.”

It was a revealing evening, where individuals in profitable businesses socialized and talked shop. Everyone I spoke to said that they attended every ACA conference, always twice a year in two different cities, to share ideas and meet colleagues with whom they sometimes competed in the market. These men (and some women) had jobs, and they did not question the ethics of the business model under which they operated. This did not make them immoral, just happy to work in an industry that had not existed a few decades before but now operated seamlessly with the cooperation of countless sheriff’s departments across the country. The self-perpetuating business model—with increased political lobbying leading to growing demand—ignored the wider social cost of warehousing millions of Americans.

On the last day of the conference, I took an ACA-organized tour of Utah’s oldest prison, the Wasatch County Jail. It housed murderers, rapists, and fraudsters. The setting of the center was spectacular, with soaring mountains on the horizon, though the facility’s buildings were mostly old and forbidding.

Wasatch was a public prison but was nevertheless governed by the profit motive. Utah Correctional Industries (UCI) was based here—a business employing prisoners at low wages to produce furniture, printing services, and license plates for the people of Utah. Its stated aim was to teach prisoners the vital skills they would need upon release, but the labor overseen in the prison had more to do with profit than rehabilitation. I asked whether labor costs had to be so low but was told that detainees were pleased to be kept busy.

I was shown the various UCI workshops, which included sophisticated printing presses and facilities producing large and small furniture. The factories were large warehouses that had a peaceful atmosphere. I saw no guards around the prisoners, though a number followed our visiting group. I was told that only well-behaved inmates were allowed to work and train with UCI. The men were paid a pittance—from forty-five cents an hour to a few dollars, but mostly under $1. This was akin to slave labor.

The Stewart immigration detention center was situated on the outskirts of Lumpkin, Georgia—a ghost town every day of the week. Visitors and detainees arriving at the nearly 2,000-bed center were greeted by a huge painted sign on an outside water tank: “CCA: America’s Leader in Partnership Corrections.” It was one of the largest privatized immigration facilities in the country.

My tour of the center took in everything except the isolation ward. I was allowed to take my camera, a notepad, and a pen, but no mobile phone. My possessions were X-rayed by the African-American female staff, and my sunglasses and phone placed in a locker. Five men followed me everywhere: one from CCA, the center operator, and the rest from ICE. This entourage looked and felt like overkill. They were jumpy the entire time, worried about my questions, concerned something unexpected might happen, and nervous that I might see something that could embarrass them. Down a long hallway, lit brightly with neon lights and smelling of paint and detergent, lines of inmates walked past me—some smiling, some waving, and some looking forlorn.

Barack Obama has been dubbed the “Deporter in Chief” for the record number of detainees his administration has forcibly removed from the country. The Migration Policy Institute (MPI) issued a 2014 report noting that, in his first five years in power, Obama deported over 1.9 million people—nearly as many as the Bush administration had deported in its two terms in office (2 million). Although Obama introduced important prosecutorial discretion to manage the enforcement program, and 2014 saw a slight drop in deportations, MPI argued that “more humane enforcement is fundamentally in tension with stricter immigration control,” and that “a more robust enforcement system inevitably inflicts damage on established families and communities.”35

The New York Times found that two-thirds of Obama’s deportees had committed minor infractions, such as traffic violations, or no crime at all.36 Those suffering the most from expulsion were Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans who were in the US unlawfully; these three countries comprised roughly 29 percent of ICE federal removals. In 2014 alone, around 90,000 children arrived at the US border fleeing poverty and the US-fueled drug war in Central America. The southern border had thus become a militarized space, where corporations, including arms manufacturers Raytheon, Lockheed Martin, and Boeing, as well as the leading Israeli arms company Elbit Systems, earned billions of dollars trying to keep immigrants out.37

The average inmate stay at Stewart was thirty-eight days—far less than most prison sentences—so it was virtually impossible for detainees to establish any sense of routine. While it was positive that long-term detention was largely avoided (unlike for asylum seekers in Britain, Greece, and Australia), inmates were often moved from one facility to another, while others were deported back to their country of origin in a process that lacked transparency; they were just numbers to be processed, bodies to be moved elsewhere.

On the day I visited Stewart, 1,766 detainees were behind bars—the vast majority from El Salvador, Honduras, Mexico, and Guatemala, though sixty other countries were represented, including Bangladesh, China, Nicaragua, Peru, and Somalia. Many inmates lived in large, barred pods, with a maximum occupancy of sixty-two. Others stayed in smaller rooms, or in the segregation unit. I spotted a few female CCA staff inside the pods with male inmates. A sign next to one of the rooms read: “Upon Entering Detainee Pod All CCA Female Staff Will Announce Female in POD.”

Another pod had its lights dimmed because the inmates had started working in the kitchen at 5 a.m. and were now resting. CCA paid $4 per day for inmates to perform kitchen duties, and less for other jobs (barbers receive $2, for example). ICE proudly told me that the law only mandated that the state pay $1 per day, so CCA was doing a fine job. These were slave wages, justified simply because inmates had so little political power to demand more. Meanwhile, prison corporations advertised inmate labor, sold at knock-down rates to Fortune 500 companies such as IBM and Bank of America.38

Men in a different, brightly lit pod were lying on their bunk beds under blankets and sheets. A microwave, cable TV, sink, Playstation, and Wii were inside. One man was wearing headphones to listen to the TV in front of him. Basins and toilets were behind a curtain. Metal tables and seats were fixed to the floor. “I’m not saying it’s like the Hilton here,” an ICE manager told me—though he explained he was proud of what his center offered. Signs in English and Spanish read: “Keep Detention Safe: ICE has zero tolerance for sexual abuse and assault.”

A notice listed a phone number for inmates to call if they needed assistance, but activists claimed this was little more than window-dressing in a system that aimed to penalize immigrants. Telephones were available for inmates to call lawyers, embassies, and friends, though the cost was exorbitant because of price-gouging by companies selling phone cards to detainees. It was a massively profitable business—just one of many markets to be exploited within America’s incarceration system. It was common for local sheriff’s departments to make money from these costly phone calls, a commission that cost inmates dearly. It cost roughly $15 for prisoners to buy less than thirteen minutes of talk time.

During the tour, ICE or CCA employees—I couldn’t tell which—suddenly appeared, said a few words about the center, then disappeared. I asked one how inmates received a free haircut, and he said that he gave priority to detainees who were keen to clean up before a court appearance. There were no hair or beard restrictions, and an ICE manager said that some Jamaican men had long dreadlocks, and that was just fine.

The library was stocked with countless Bibles and romance novels. Detainees played soccer and basketball, both inside and outside, under the bright blue sky. They had two hours each day to enjoy the outdoors. “We try to keep them busy,” one ICE manager told me, “because we know if they’re not doing anything there will be trouble.” Men sat around in their variously colored clothes: blue meant no security risk, while orange signified slightly higher risk; red uniforms were not in view, as they were worn in a different section.

In the medical center, I saw an inmate in an orange jumpsuit and orange Crocs hooked up to a drip. The medical officer refused to tell me about his condition. I wondered if it was sickness, or suicide risk. As soon as I saw him, we were moved on.

Stewart was waiting for a full-time physician. Two full-time dentists and sixty-two medical staff were employed. The medic said it was hard to recruit staff because the center was so remote. Antidepressants were sometimes prescribed to detainees, because people coming from prisons into immigration detention suffered increased mental health issues. The state deliberately placed these facilities in remote areas where poor health and conditions were inevitable. In one of the hallways hung a picture of a man ascending an icy mountain, with the message: “You can’t finish what you don’t start.” Whether this Oprah-esque messaging was designed for the inmates or guards was unclear.

I was told that the food hall, or “chow line,” provided three meals a day, planned by a dietitian. I saw hundreds of men lining up in a queue to be served. Men sat at tables with trays in front of them; I observed some men praying before eating. On the tray were brown bread, macaroni and cheese, carrots, celery, salad, and a small sweet cake. Everyone received the same meal, except if they wanted a special or religious meal, and ICE managers said that Muslim, Jewish, and Buddhist inmates were catered for on request.

In June 2014 many inmates participated in a protest about the food, including a hunger strike, complaining that it contained maggots. ICE told me that this was false, and that in fact what had been thought to be maggots were a type of bean sprout that looked remarkably like maggots. It was impossible to determine the accuracy of the ICE allegations, but I heard similar criticisms from immigration activists in Georgia. A handful of major corporations, including Aramark, produces and sells food to prisons and detention centers across the country. There were constant reports from detainees of sickness and hunger.39

A daily medical examination included checks for tuberculosis, and ICE said that heart and eye conditions were regularly improved in detention, as many detainees had not seen a doctor for a long time, if ever. “Great medical care here,” the ICE manager said proudly. “We’re fixing them when they came in broke.” But this was a highly contested view. The reality of privatized detention is one of services cut to the bone, offering the barest minimum of care. Detention Watch Network issued a report in 2013 that examined 250 facilities across the country, many of which were run for profit, and found that none of them could guarantee basic medical care or appropriate protection against sexual and physical abuse. A lack of official oversight exacerbated the problem, along with the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act, which allowed inmates to be punished for minor crimes as if they were serious felonies.40 Punishment, not rehabilitation, remained the corporate and governmental focus, as it was more profitable. CCA refused a simple proposal in 2015 from former prisoner and associate director of the Human Rights Defense Center, Alex Friedmann, for the company to commit an additional 5 percent of its net income to reducing recidivism.41 Public opposition to these companies was growing; the Interfaith Prison Coalition launched a campaign in 2015 to boycott and divest from firms that made profit from prison labor and charged exorbitant prices for prisoner phone calls.

The system was rigged to benefit companies like CCA. There are more examples than can be cited here to demonstrate the company’s unwillingness to enforce the barest standard of care, while the falsification of records was not uncommon.42 ICE and the Department of Homeland Security regularly refused to investigate persistent breaches, so cases went unpunished involving female prisoners giving birth prematurely because CCA guards had ignored their cries for help, and incorrect medication being given to inmates, causing sickness and death. In one instance in a long list of abuses, forty-five-year-old Pamela Weatherby died in 2010 from diabetes-related complications because CCA staff at the Dawson state jail in Texas had given her cheap insulin instead of her prescribed medication. Her family sued CCA for neglect. Understaffing, combined with poor training, had been the cause of such tragedies, which had too rarely prevented firms like CCA from getting more work.

The reality of privatized detention revealed itself in the smallest of details. CCA used to provide tennis shoes for inmates at Stewart, but they now bought them Crocs instead, because this saved money. CCA explained that it was easier to just hose down the Crocs when they were dirty. Water for showers was sometimes rationed to save money, and I heard allegations that water had been switched off at Stewart, though this was denied by ICE and CCA. CCA did not allow visitors to touch detainees in a meeting room at Stewart, because guards would need to be trained in managing these personal interactions. More training meant increased costs for CCA. In some other CCA facilities direct contact occurred. In some, the glass window in the visiting room was removed. Activists continually pushed for the rules to be loosened.

At Stewart, I passed a guard staring into a darkened cell. He looked through a small window at a seated inmate who was focused straight ahead, with his eyes wide open. He was not handcuffed but sat perfectly still in a flame-retardant suicide smock, resembling a straitjacket. It was not clear what he might have used to set himself alight when locked in a cell on his own, with a guard watching him like a hawk. The medical officer said that suicide watch was not always necessary, but that, with the high rate of removals from Stewart, a detainee’s state of mind was often fragile.

Another door led to the center’s own court, where claims by immigrants wishing to remain in the country were assessed. The courts were under the executive, not the judicial, branch of government, and serious questions existed over its lack of transparency for lawyers, activists, and detainees. Many decisions were not even written down, hearings were secretive, and access to lawyers was sporadic. Almost every immigrant brought before the court was issued with a deportation order. Competent legal representation was rare, and many immigrants appeared before the court without any knowledge of their legal rights. The local town of Lumpkin boasted only one lawyer. Eighteen out of fifty-eight immigration courts in the US were housed within immigration detention centers. The public, it seemed, was barely interested—let alone involved—in proceedings.43

Unlike the US prison population, among whom drug and alcohol abuse were common, ICE told me that these problems did not exist at Stewart. Throughout the visit I never witnessed any abuse, violence, or racism. My hosts were friendly and attentive, and dismissed inmates’ numerous claims of assault and degradation. Solitary confinement was still used against many immigrants, and at least two people had died while housed in Stewart, including Roberto Martinez Medina, in 2009, from over a treatable heart condition.

Solitary confinement was rampant. Across the country, there were thirteen Criminal Alien Requirement (CAR) prisons, run for profit, that housed around 25,000 inmates without legal documentation to be in the United States. The conditions were often appalling—prisoners lived in cramped and putrid conditions, and there was even an “isolation cell” quota, according to which facility managers were incentivized to send inmates to solitary confinement for complaining about poor food or medical care.44 Following an investigation that lasted several years, the ACLU discovered that immigrants in these for-profit centers suffered from overcrowding as well as poor access to education and rehabilitation. One facility in Willacy County, Texas, consisted of tents in the searing heat, which suffered from insect infestation. The contract to run it was awarded in 2006 to a Utah-based company, Management and Training Corp, in a no-bid contract for $65 million. Suspicions of corruption among county officials hung over the process that had delivered the contract.45 One of the terms of the deal guaranteed a minimum payment of $45 million based on a 90 percent capacity rate—even if the prison stood empty. In 2015, inmates protested poor conditions and set fire to the facility, destroying much of it. It was shut down and prisoners were transferred elsewhere. Willacy County, despite being promised riches from the contractor for the center, faced financial uncertainty.

Gaining access to Stewart was a curious process. Like most detention centers in the world, it was closed to the public except for brief detainee visits. With a private company running the facility and the government reluctant to allow journalists inside, accountability was low. I contacted ICE months before arriving to assess the viability of obtaining entry. For a freelance journalist this was an almost impossible task, so I used my status as a Guardian columnist to begin the process. Both CCA and ICE claimed that the facility was not run like a private prison, but in reality it operated like one.

On the day of my Stewart visit I met the ICE representative, Vinnie, at Peachtree City, one hour from Atlanta. It was a city with armies of golf carts, which minors were allowed to drive around town. Vinnie was my host for the day, and he drove us in his SUV for two hours to Lumpkin. He had worked in PR for all of his professional life, from the US military in Kuwait to the US National Park Service. He was skeptical of foreign military interventions, was a supporter of journalist Glenn Greenwald and former NSA whistle-blower Edward Snowden, and said that the immigration system needed urgent reform. He was not the typical representative of a hardline government department known for brutally expelling immigrants.

Vinnie said that the Stewart center had provided essential economic opportunities in Lumpkin, an undeveloped town. The detention center parking lot was filled with vehicles when we arrived. Vinnie parked in the section designated for ICE staff, and nearby was a padlocked enclosure where visiting law-enforcement officers left their weapons upon entry.

During my tour I was unable to speak to any detainees, who looked at me with confusion, humor, and blank stares. A local group assisting immigrants, El Refugio, gave me the name and number of an inmate willing to see me, so at the end of the visit I was taken into a small visiting room with white walls. A glass window divided the space.

A man in an orange jumpsuit appeared, displaying a slight smile. His name was Linden Headley, a fifty-two-year-old black man with a gray beard and dreadlocked hair. Born in Georgetown, Guyana, he had been in the United States since 1975 and spoke with an American accent. He told me that he was happy to share his details and that I could publish anything I wanted. There was a small black block at the bottom of the window between us that could be removed to exchange documents. This was the room where lawyers consulted with their clients, and during our meeting Headley passed me a number of files, which I photographed.

Headley had been charged with a number of drug offenses and told me that he feared deportation back to Guyana, which he had not seen in decades. After serving with the US military in Lebanon and Japan in the 1980s, he had worked in various jobs, despite having PTSD. He had many children with different women. Although he was a lawful permanent resident, ICE claimed he had repeatedly violated the terms of his residency and should be deported because he had never become a full US citizen.

“I’ve been inside Stewart for three months,” he told me. “Life is miserable. I’m a vegan, and every meal every day is beans, rice, and starch. ICE is trying to get me deported to Georgetown, where I haven’t been for four decades. My pro-bono lawyer, recommended by a fellow inmate, keeps telling me that I’ll be deported because most people here are.”

Headley said that if he was released, he would work as a carpenter or construction worker, marry his girlfriend, and move on peacefully with his life. ICE gave me information that claimed Headley was a danger to society, including countless claims of drug possession and dealing. He claimed he had only been caught up with marijuana.

“I’m scared of returning to Guyana because of violence there,” he said. The large file he had brought to show me included the 2013 State Department Human Rights Report and CIA World Factbook on Guyana, and they both listed abuses, police brutality, and corruption.

It was impossible to assess the validity of Headley’s story. He spoke calmly about his situation and clearly wanted to convey his desperate situation. Insisting that I talk to him through glass seemed unnecessarily draconian, as he was not a convicted killer, or even dangerous. Remarkably, after his ICE hearing in September 2014, Headley was released into the community, his arguments having been accepted. It was a rare case of leniency by a system that aimed to deport individuals at a steadily increasing rate. The Stewart court had a 96 percent rate of deportation.

Nonetheless, Stewart would be trumped by the nation’s largest immigration facility, run by CCA, opening in 2015 in a small town in Dilley, Texas, and set to house 2,400 women and children. Inmates imprisoned there faced at least a twelve-month wait for their asylum hearings. The vast majority would not have legal representation, though evidence proved that finding a lawyer would hugely increase the chances of refugees receiving asylum. Democracy Now! visited the family detention center in Dilley and found town residents were being sold on economic security and jobs, while imprisoned detainees told of being separated from their children in prison-like conditions.

For Dilley, CCA advertised a range of amenities, such as spacious classrooms, play areas, and lounges. But the management contract for Dilley was problematic, with Obama officials rushing to seal the deal and establishing the facility under conditions set for a CCA prison in Eloy, one thousand miles from Dilley. Eloy officials stated that they had no intention of visiting or monitoring Dilley.46

During Obama’s two terms in office, his administration continued to outsource more facilities to CCA and other corporations that ignored federal laws and abused human rights. Alex Friedmann, an activist investor and former prisoner who held CCA shares, told CNN: “Investors see this as an opportunity [the government imprisoning migrants]. This is a potentially untapped market that will have strong demand.”47 Disaster capitalism was the winner. Silky Shah, co-director of the Detention Watch Network, slammed the Obama administration’s decision to expand privatized facilities, arguing that “family detention is an abusive and inhumane practice that erodes family bonds and undermines children’s wellbeing.”48

Out in Lumpkin, the roads were empty. The shops on Main Street were mostly empty, paint peeling on their window-panes. A taxidermy outlet was one of the few open businesses. The town, in one of the country’s poorest counties, was all but unknown to most Americans. Its population barely broke 1,000. A barbecue was being dismantled near the police station. A large African-American woman told me that it was never busy in Lumpkin, and she liked it that way.

I met a man in his twenties, either high or drunk, who was hanging out at a petrol station with his friends. He had a tattoo on his bare chest: “Me Against The World.” He told me he had been visiting Miami. “It’s so much better there,” he said. He had only been there for a short visit.

The town’s dwindling youth population was leaving for greener pastures in bigger cities nearby. CCA started building Stewart in 2004 and sold the idea to ICE and the local community years later as both an economic benefit for local residents and a deterrent in a state traditionally hostile to immigrants. As a result, CCA’s share price had soared for years. Although the company’s financial results were strong, the benefits never arrived in Lumpkin. Many staff members did not live in the town but commuted from other cities. Lumpkin reminded me of crumbling towns next to other detention facilities I had seen in Australia, Britain, and Greece. The same failed promises from the same companies and state authorities had been made in those nations, too. The economic promise of a local detention center usually turned out to be a lie.

Even in the detention center itself, CCA’s own employees struggled financially to make ends meet. I met one guard who was selling potato chips, bottled water, and chocolates to raise money from staff to support struggling CCA employees around the country. Although it was admirable that people wanted to help, it was revealing that the company, rather than raising wages, facilitated the sale of junk food to help poor staff. In tough circumstances this kind of charity was all that people had. In Lumpkin, a small, Christian-run volunteer group, El Refugio, supported the visitors and families of detainees coming to town. Open since 2010, it operated a basic weatherboard house over the weekends very close to Stewart, providing free meals, accommodation, and donated clothes and shoes. This kind of humanity was sorely missing from much of the immigration debate in the United States, which was generally defined by toxic rhetoric from Republicans and timidity from Democrats.

I visited El Refugio and talked to the volunteers who donated their time. Founder Katie Beno Valencia told me that almost all of the participants were church-goers. Maggie, a large and friendly woman who lived near Atlanta, said she was outraged at not being allowed to touch detainees physically: “It shouldn’t be like this in America. These people should have more freedom.”

Resistance to Stewart was growing. On November 22, 2014, the largest-ever protest occurred outside its entrance. Nearly a thousand activists converged in Lumpkin and marched to the facility. Five activists were arrested and charged for nonviolent civil disobedience. At the event, Georgia Detention Watch coalition founder Anton Flores declared: “the depth of a loving society is going to be marked by how quickly we can close these facilities down.”

[image: images]

“It’s a racist mindset, like white supremacy.” In Georgia, Adelina Nicholls, executive director of Georgia Latino Alliance for Human Rights (GLAHR), had a low opinion of the mentality within the immigration detention industry. GLAHR was one of the leading immigrant activist groups in the state. “It’s more profitable to behave this way when immigrants are treated like second-class citizens. Criminals have more rights. Migrants have no access to lawyers, and if they do they’re often acting like mass-produced tortillas,” barely caring about their clients.

The group’s office was in an industrial park on the outskirts of Atlanta and was filled with Spanish newspapers and signs declaring: “Not One More! Stop Deportations!” On the wall and floor was artwork used at public actions and protests. “We now have only one generation of Latinos here—it’s a new community,” Nicholls said. “There are now around 1 million Latinos in Georgia.” Nicholls spoke with passion and energy, and justifiable anger—especially with President Obama, despite having voted for him twice. She had been in America since 1996, when she married a resident. She explained how GLAHR had started in 1999, doing outreach work in Georgia. It launched a campaign for Latino workers because 90 percent of them arrived undocumented.

“Many live in the shadows due to the fear of being caught,” she said. “Many are processed for deportation, and it’s a three- to four-day process when people are put in detention. We put pressure on the police to not hold people for more than forty-eight hours. We have a campaign, the ‘Georgia Not One More’ coalition, aimed to educate 150 county sheriffs and change their policies.”

Nicholls painted a grim picture of institutional racism against the Latino community. “Our community is afraid to confront police because officials blame-shift. We receive 600 calls a month on our hotline, and it’s Latinos asking for help because it’s hard getting effective pro-bono lawyers.” Nicholls offered a convincing narrative around America’s predicament and the poor who suffered under Washington’s dictates: “US immigration is based on supply and demand. Drugs and crimes are destroying the Latino countries. [The North American Free Trade Agreement] has devastated local communities and the Mexican corn industry. The US doesn’t care about bad trade deals for Latino farmers.”

A key source of immigrants was Honduras—a country that suffered a US-supported coup in 2009 and now held the dubious status of being one of the murder capitals of the world. Tens of thousands of unaccompanied children were surging across the US border to escape a Washington-backed dictatorship.49

Nicholls continued: “We need to go to the root of the problem. The US doesn’t want to resolve immigration because here people often care more about hunger in Ethiopia than poor Guatemalans in the US. If you cross our US border they will care, but Americans believe they can take our oil, gas, resources, food, and people. The perception in the US of immigrants depends if you arrive by plane or cross a border by foot. It’s about class.”

The Stewart detention center was a major point of contention. Nicholls told me: “It hurts us deeply. Many detainees inside have been in the US for years, and they ask, Why are gringos doing this to us? We’re treated unfairly. These workers have been here for years in farms and restaurants. Anger is growing, along with desperation. We are trying to mobilize resistance and civil disobedience.”

It was the lack of transparency inside privatized detention facilities that grated the most: “As [it is] run by CCA, the state, and ICE, it’s hard to know in Stewart how to get answers. It’s like a game, and we regularly see breaches of the Fourth Amendment of the Constitution [the prohibition of illegal searches and seizures]. Many sheriffs haven’t even reviewed ICE rules.” The number of detentions was soaring, with bail often set at $20,000. “This is an insult to the immigrant community at large. There’s too much bureaucracy to get inside Stewart. With around 1,800 detainees and only six booths for visiting people, many inside have never been in jail and are there for minor traffic violations. The ICE office has super, God-like powers.”

Nicholls explained that the demonization of the Latino minority was one of the reasons why so many Americans supported locking them away in privatized prisons and detention centers. It was a case in which racial bigotry aligned neatly with the profit imperative.

There was surely no better example of this omnipotence than a little-known 2007 Congress-approved law compelling 34,000 immigrants to be imprisoned by ICE every night across America while the government resolved their status. It was designed to send a strongly deterrent signal, but resulted in many innocent people being rounded up and placed in beds at an annual cost of $2.8 billion. The process was so corrupt that ICE lawyers were complicit: higher levels of government funding depended on hitting a target. Private detention operators made serious money from this arrangement. The New York Times slammed the quota in 2014: at a time when millions of Americans “can’t find work and have lost their unemployment benefits … there is no shortage of money when it comes to hunting down unauthorized immigrants.”50

The reality of the “bed mandate” was a boon for disaster capitalism. Lobbying by for-profit companies ensured that the country’s privately run facilities were filled with foreign-born, legal US residents convicted of mostly minor crimes who could be deported at any time. This dragnet did nothing to ensure public safety, but instead satisfied a Republican House that embraced punishment as a response to tepid immigration reform.

Azadeh Shahshahani, ACLU Georgia’s former national security and immigrants’ rights project director and president of the National Lawyers’ Guild, was one of many calling loudly for this inhumane and arbitrary law to be axed. She told me at her Atlanta office: “The bed quota is tied to corporate profit to ensure 34,000 immigrants are in beds every night. There’s no law enforcement evidence it does any help.” Shahshahani was a tireless campaigner for immigrant rights and opposed privatized provision. Born in Iran, she arrived in the United States in 1994 and said she could relate to the immigrant experience more easily because of her background.

It was this spirit that infused a 2012 ACLU Georgia report on “Prisoners of Profit,” which showed how ICE officials and immigration judges routinely forced detainees to sign removal orders that they did not understand.51 The ideology behind outsourced incarceration was Shahshahani’s target, and she was proud that CCA disliked the ACLU for its tireless work. Changing the minds of Georgia’s politicians, “keen to be effective in their anti-immigrant rhetoric and laws when the state has tried virtually all anti-immigrant legislation,” represented a significant challenge. “CCA says it brings economic development to towns, but these are myths,” Shahshahani said. “In Stewart and Irwin County [the location of another detention center in Georgia], the contractor tries to convince the local community of the benefits of a detention center, that they’ll bring jobs, but it’s a con and the community discovers when it’s too late. CCA is exploiting the insecurities of poor communities. Stewart and Irwin should be closed down. The privatizing trend can be reversed if we stop incentivizing imprisonment.”

Silky Shah, co-director of Detention Watch Network (DWN), a nationwide coalition dedicated to humanizing the immigration system, explained to me in New York that the business of mass incarceration was not the only challenge: “Ankle monitoring is now big. [One company providing it], Behavioral International, [has been] bought by Geo Group. The fear is that reduced detention will lead to greater surveillance of immigrants via monitoring.”

DWN started in 1996, when mandatory detention was expanded radically in relation to misdemeanors. Deportations accelerated, in response to which DWN campaigned to eliminate the 34,000-bed quota and all detention facilities. “The companies build facilities on spec, like Stewart,” Shah told me. “They lobby Congress. The US environment is so skewed post 9/11 and since Barack Obama’s election as the first black president there’s been a space opened up for the right wing to exploit fears.”

Shah’s principled position reminded me of refugee activists in Britain and Australia who never accepted a partial solution: “I do not believe people should be deported. Deportation causes trauma. At the moment the burden is on the detainee to prove why they should stay, but the burden should be on the government to justify expulsion. They should assess if the immigrant has community support.”

Private prison and immigration contractors play a major role in maintaining the culture of mass incarceration in the United States. People of color are disproportionately represented in facilities across the country. CCA and Geo Group have spent decades successfully lobbying states to guarantee “occupancy quotas” and contracts whereby taxpayers are penalized when not enough beds are filled. The human rights conditions entail the gratuitous infliction of suffering on millions of men and women.

But times are slowly changing. Federal prison populations are slowly shrinking. Kentucky took a major step in 2014 by not renewing a contract with CCA for its facility in Marion County, saving money and sending prisoners to state-run centers after changes in policy reduced jail time for nonviolent drug offenses. There is now serious talk of public campaigns to divest from private prison firms such as CCA and Geo, and pressure is being placed on politicians like Democrat Chuck Schumer and Republican Marco Rubio to stop receiving electoral funding and investment from these and similar firms.

What I saw in America offered a small window onto a problem too vast to imagine. Many of the worst facilities never admit journalists or members of the public. They are hidden, operating in big cities and small towns without scrutiny, yet they comfortably align with Washington’s self-image as protector of the world’s weak and dispossessed. In reality, only a select few are welcome. The lobbyists who sustain the Fear Inc. industry know that without strong government support, their business model would collapse. This is capitalism underwritten by socialist principles.

The business imperative of contractually guaranteeing a fixed number of beds in a prison or detention center has created a permanent, invisible, and tightly controlled underclass. African-Americans, Latinos, foreigners, immigrants, and “terrorists” challenge America’s conception of itself as a global superpower that welcomes the stranger. Millions of men, women, and children become like processed meat in a grinder. Short of systemic cultural and political change, Fortress America is set to expand.
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The United Kingdom: “It’s the
outsourcing of violence”


I am very passionate about our values and building this company not to make a profit. If profit is an immediate byproduct, then that’s wonderful. If you can make it have an impact on society, people’s lives and make it fun, crumbs, then we don’t have to worry about making this profit or that. It happens naturally.

Former Serco chief executive Christopher Hyman, 2006



I was driven to a poor suburb to the north of Sheffield, in South Yorkshire. Children and parents played in the street. The houses looked shabby, some painted various shades of red, with boarded-up windows. I arrived with local activists at a nondescript property. Michael, who was from Cameroon, opened the door and welcomed us warmly in fluent English.

The house was managed by British multinational G4S. It was a damp-smelling, three-story building with steep stairs. Though the tenants received little money from the state and were not legally allowed to work, they had to buy cleaning products and other essentials for themselves. Clearly, this was not a priority. In the kitchen I saw the effect of leaking water, grimy around the sink. A mop stood in the corner, though I was told the floor remained stained even after washing.

The back garden was overgrown, with rubbish in the tall grass, and old cushions, a washing machine, and boxes were piled up in a small shed. The shower was covered with mold—there was usually hot water, but there had been a period in the winter when it ran cold for three months.

In the living room, a form bearing a G4S logo noted the times when a G4S Housing Officer had visited, together with the list of asylum-seeker tenants, who had originated from many nations. The Housing Officers visited once a month, and although Michael said they were often friendly, they rarely took action to remedy the property’s many problems.

Since he had been in the place for nine months, I asked Michael why he had not cleaned it up. He would have to buy gloves to do it, he said—another expense—and it was easier to ignore it. The carpet on the stairs was peeling, posing a danger to residents and visitors.

Most bedrooms were occupied by two people, each with a single bed. Every room had a lock on the door. Michael said he got along with his housemates—a small mercy in the cramped space available—and he was lucky to have the attic on his own, which afforded a view over the drab city. The room contained a Bible, a laptop—though no chair—coins, shoes, suitcases, soap, and shampoo. Water had leaked from the ceiling for months, and G4S had not fixed it. It was cold and depressing, though I was visiting in July, at the height of summer.

Michael was on a cocktail of drugs for anxiety and depression, awaiting a decision on his asylum claim after a re-application. He said he could not return to Cameroon as a result of political repression against his family. He did not want to speak on the record, and I understood why: he felt vulnerable. Nonetheless, Michael was articulate, bright, and despairing. The state of his housing and the limbo in which his asylum claim languished made him deeply unhappy—though he was one of the lucky ones, receiving state-provided weekly counseling. Many others were left to fend for themselves, often ending up on the streets.

A cool breeze ran through the property. The heaters worked in the winter, but with leaking water, living with other migrants in a similar state of inertia and with no paid work, the situation was guaranteed to generate fluctuating moods—which was surely the point. Michael sometimes volunteered with a local NGO to talk to schoolchildren about asylum seekers, in order to occupy his mind.

This G4S house was a disgrace, but it was nothing out of the ordinary. Little money or care had been expended on it, or many others like it, because that would require funds whose use would damage the bottom line of a company whose sole aim was profit. A 2013 Home Office committee, convened to investigate why G4S and Serco had not fulfilled their contract to provide decent housing, while allowing subcontractors to bully tenants, heard from James Thorburn, Serco’s managing director of home affairs, who explained: “We care for a lot of vulnerable people and we run two immigration centers, so we understand the immigration market.”

Thorburn gave an almost identical statement in late 2014, when Serco won another contract to continue running the Yarl’s Wood detention center. Although the 2013 Home Office committee had elicited admissions from officials that it was not sensible to grant housing contracts to organizations with no experience running them, the contracts had already been signed, and G4S had no fear of losing them. As elsewhere, unaccountability functioned as a core value of disaster capitalism.

We later drove a short distance to another G4S property. It was a three-story building with nine tenants, in better condition and tidier than the first. An Iranian man, Bozorg, said his housemate had cleaned the place for Ramadan. There was a G4S sign in the entrance hall that read: “This house has now been professionally cleaned: Please keep it clean and tidy at all times.” The G4S “House Rules” read like a prison manual for good behavior. The company barely provided anything of use, and Bozorg said that nothing had been done about an infestation of mice. He had clashed with an African housemate, and did not feel secure. The back garden was overgrown and dirty, and G4S had not sent anybody to clear it up.

Bozorg had been in Britain for six years, and had not seen his wife and two children during that time. He broke down when recounting a conversation with his wife in which she had told him that his sons, twelve and eight, had been teased at school in Iran because he was in Britain and not around to support them. “What can I do?” he begged, seeking answers from me that I was unable to provide. I turned away, embarrassed. He was on heavy medication to manage the depression and anxiety. Because of a bad back, he was unable to sleep on a bed, so he lay on a mattress on the floor.

A local NGO requested that Bozorg be moved to another G4S property, because his physical condition meant that he could not climb the stairs in the middle of the night to relieve himself. He showed me the plastic bottle into which he urinated. He showered every three days, when he found the strength to pull himself up the stairs.

He had been waiting for years for a final resolution of his asylum claim, but his previous solicitor had not represented him properly. Bozorg was now filing a complaint against him. It was common for lawyers, paid badly by the state, simply to give up on cases, leaving their clients without representation. Successive governments have progressively cut legal aid, leaving thousands of asylum seekers with no real chance of success. The system is guaranteed to leave asylum seekers in limbo, while enriching the countless corporations that leech off it.

Bozorg was keen to tell me his story. He was a Christian and this caused him political problems in Iran. There was no way to verify his story or that of Michael before him. Robert, the local campaigner, knew both men and said it was likely that they would eventually both be granted asylum, though it might take some years. But there was no excuse to house people indefinitely in inadequate accommodation while they awaited resolution of their cases.

This property was in far better shape than the one I had visited earlier; but with nine people living in a relatively small place, only two working burners on the stove, and not enough refrigerator space for everyone’s food, Bozorg was desperate to move.

Asylum Help was a service that advertised itself as helping refugees to understand the asylum process. I saw an A4 sheet of paper advertising it in the hallway. Anyone who called the number was put on hold for at least thirty minutes, and the services then offered were barely satisfactory. This situation was repeated across the country, with few of the asylum seekers having a chance to be heard. The media was largely uninterested, and the Home Office and charity bureaucracy resented having to talk to journalists and migrants at all. Activists and immigrants all told me that the system was close to useless.

This reality of privatized housing for refugees was linked to the country’s housing crisis, both for asylum seekers and for the general population, but not for the reasons its defenders claimed. It had not brought greater freedom in the market; it had simply allowed profiteers to thrive, because the mantra of “self-reliance” for the poor—another term for hanging the underclass out to dry —had become official government policy. A select few companies —G4S, Taylor Wimpey, Barratt Homes, Persimmon, Bellway, Redrow, Bovis, Crest Nicholson—had captured the market.

Housing demand in Britain had soared, but the number of properties being built remained stagnant. British journalist James Meek argued that former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher and her successors had “done all they can to sell off the nation’s bricks and mortar … only to be forced to rent it back, at inflated prices, from the people they sold it to.”1 Asylum seekers were just the latest group to pay the price for this cultural shift towards slumification for the masses.

John Grayson was a friendly and passionate sixty-nine-year-old activist. Over the years he had worked in adult education, as an independent researcher, teaching and researching on housing and social movements, and as a solidarity campaigner. He was now a member of Symaag, the South Yorkshire Migration Asylum Action Group. “Councils used to provide housing through public funds,” he told me. “Then this all went through privatization by Labour and the Tories, and Labour often pushed for more privatization of asylum-seeker services. Now private contractors do the dirty work for the state, but it’s the outsourcing of violence. The state should have a monopoly on these tasks.”

The rot deepened from 2012 onwards. Britain started privatizing asylum housing, the Home Office giving most of the contracts to G4S and Serco. There was a plan to “nationalize providers,” and the country was divided into separate territories for the purpose—and Yorkshire was allocated to G4S. Asylum housing was only for those waiting for an outcome of their asylum claim, but many others were homeless. Grayson recalled a 2012 public meeting about the proposed plan at which a Zimbabwean man said: “I don’t want a prison guard as my landlord. I’ve seen G4S in South Africa.”

The G4S-run Angel Lodge in Wakefield, West Yorkshire, situated in the grounds of Wakefield prison, was dirty because the company would not pay for better services. The rooms were home to rats and cockroaches. Pregnant women were placed in poor housing with steep stairs. Food poisoning was common. Some private contractors did not pay council fees, and tenants quickly discovered that heating and electricity had been disconnected.

The British press rarely reported these conditions, instead highlighting the “four-star” treatment given to migrants. The Daily Mail claimed in May 2014 that asylum seekers were being treated by G4S to luxury accommodation because the Angel Lodge “specialist hostel” was full.2 In truth, Angel Lodge was a grim facility that generated constant complaints from its residents.

[image: images]

In 2000 British journalist George Monbiot published Captive State: The Corporate Takeover of Britain—a book that proved eerily prescient, both documenting and predicting the drift towards privatization that would characterize the direction of the country’s public services, by bipartisan agreement. At the 1999 Labour Party Conference, with Prime Minister Tony Blair at the helm, delegates had to walk past sixty-two corporate stalls. Lord Whitty, a minister at the Department of the Environment, told the BBC that exhibitors were not buying access to ministers. “You buy access to the whole party,” he said. “I think he was trying to reassure us,” Monbiot noted.3 In 2012, Monbiot argued that there was little room in the public sphere to challenge mindless outsourcing. “So effectively have governments, the media and advertisers associated consumption with prosperity and happiness that to say these things is to expose yourself to opprobrium and ridicule.”4

It had been a coup d’état, Monbiot rightly argued—and often a botched one. When the British government sold off the Royal Mail, in 2013, the National Audit Office later found that it had cost taxpayers £750 million in a single day, because the government had vastly undervalued the company.5 Millions more could have been secured, but business secretary Vince Cable did not lose his job over the fiasco. Instead, he established a review into how governments sell off public assets, as a way to distract critics of his mismanagement. The report found that the Tories should have received a further £180 million from the sale. Absurdly, the leader of the UK Independence Party (UKIP), Nigel Farage, said that having Cable in government was like a “Marxist in charge of the business department.”

The business press featured approving quotes on the privatization, however, instructing critics that they should be patient. The City AM newspaper—“business with personality”—told its readers: “It should … be remembered that the aim of the Royal Mail sale was not to raise revenue for the government, but to move a service from the state sector to the private sector where it could become a flourishing business.”6 By 2015, Royal Mail’s prospects for delivering a decent business for all of Britain were in doubt, with Scottish citizens in particular experiencing unreliable service.

Advocates of privatization made wildly inaccurate claims about its benefits. Scottish historian Niall Ferguson—an enthusiastic supporter of rehabilitating the supposed benefits of US and British colonialism—articulated the thoughts of the privatizing mind. “The mystery is why freedom-loving Americans are so averse to privatization,” he lamented, “a policy that has been a huge success nearly everywhere it’s been tried.”7 This was the mainstream consensus, echoed by many in the media and major political parties—that privatization was essential to continued growth.8 But Ferguson was fundamentally wrong. He cited Britain, from Margaret Thatcher’s period of office onwards, as an ideal model, conveniently ignoring the fact that the wage gap between the highest and lowest earners in the UK had widened in the preceding quarter-century,9 and that the number of working people living in poverty had never been higher.10 By 2014, it was calculated that the number of British households falling below minimum living conditions had doubled in the preceding thirty years, despite the UK economy having doubled in size. Poverty and deprivation were soaring.11

Britain had perfected so-called shadow personnel, orchestrated by job agencies pushing for contract and cheap labor. Millions of workers toiled for minimal pay, in poor conditions and without job security, in factories and retail outlets across the country. This was a “workforce that is breeding unpeople by the hundreds of thousands,” wrote Guardian journalist Aditya Chakrabortty.12

It was vital for citizens to understand why this had happened, though many experienced it directly every day. This is not to idealize the public sector, which could also be wracked by inefficiency, corruption, and abuse. The state increasingly used surveillance against its own citizens (with the help of corporations), refused to be transparent in its dealings with business, launched unprovoked wars over resources, and blithely funded militarized police forces. This was not the only alternative, and it was arguable that the supposed Western democratic ideal represented in Britain, the United States, Australia, and Europe was not democratic at all, disenfranchising millions by limiting economic options and debate. Noam Chomsky has rightly argued that “the United States has essentially a one-party system and the ruling party is the business party.”13

This was a view shared by clear majorities across the Western world. According to 2013 poll by YouGov-Cambridge, Britons, Americans, French, and Germans all believed that their economic situation was declining and felt pessimistic about the future. Respondents were questioned as to whether they were “basically confident that our children’s generation will end up enjoying a better standard of living than our generation, just as our generation has mostly been better off than our parents.” Only a tiny minority in all countries answered in the affirmative.14

One of the key arguments used by Thatcher and her supporters since the 1970s, along with US president Ronald Reagan from the 1980s, to justify placing public assets in private hands was the alleged excessive power of the trade unions and meddling bureaucrats—and it was true that some unions ferociously protected their turf. The point was made that Britain was not fulfilling its potential because leftists hated the idea of private enterprise. The changes resulted in hundreds of thousands of workers being sacked in the name of “efficiency.” Millions of Britons then bought shares in the corporations that became an integral part of the British state.

But the results were disappointing even in the terms pushed by advocates of privatization, leading to greater inequality and poverty. Thatcher herself wrote that “privatisation was one of the central means of reversing the corrosive and corrupting effects of socialism … the state’s power is reduced and the power of the people enhanced … privatisation is at the centre of any programme of reclaiming territory for freedom.”15 In reality, Britain never became a country filled with eager shareholders, as only a minority were able to consider acquiring a share portfolio.

Thatcher naively, or maliciously, argued that privatization was a panacea for a broken society and that managers would become beacons of virtue. The catastrophic failures of the global business class during the 2008 financial crisis demonstrated the danger represented by faceless executives running the world. The new regime, in Britain and other Western nations, was one in which users had no choice but to pay for essential services, from airports to water, through tolls and added fees. It was a case of democratic totalitarianism.

In his book Private Island, James Meek wrote that the myths surrounding privatization continued to dominate public debate despite the lack of evidence to support its supposed successes. Disaster capitalism had its own armies of defenders who were undeterred by failure—though, in their way of thinking, making large sums of money at the expense of job security represent a dazzling success. As Meek argued, “Privatisation failed to demonstrate the case made by the privatizers that private companies are always more competent than state-owned ones—that private bosses, chasing the carrot of bonuses and dodging the stick of bankruptcy, will always do better than their state-employed counterparts,” while politicians “struggled to separate their ambitions for Britain from their own ambitions and their families’ ascent into the six-figure-income class.”16

Extraordinary salaries for the elites in Britain illustrated the failure, though a 2015 report by a Belgian business school showed that German executives were for the first time getting paid better than their British counterparts because there was “more scrutiny on pay in the UK from institutional investors.” In both countries, executive salaries for bosses in the FTSE 100 and top German firms had climbed to well over £3 million, and it was encouraging that some pushback was being exerted against rising corporate pay.17

The list of outsourced work was staggering both within Britain’s borders and among British companies contracted around the world. G4S is a behemoth, operating in 125 countries with over 657,000 employees, whose work has included guarding prisoners in Israeli-run prisons in Palestine. In 2014 the company predicted huge growth in the Middle East, especially in Egypt and the Gulf states. In Britain alone, G4S controlled countless police tasks from 2012 onwards, in a partially privatized system whereby police officers continued to make arrests, but G4S staff processed suspects in their own “custody suites.”18

In 2014, G4S won a $118 million contract to deliver “base operating services” at the US military base at Guantánamo Bay, in Cuba.19 G4S ran countless private prisons across Britain, despite being routinely fined for failing to meet its agreed targets. Occasionally, mainstream politicians criticized Serco, G4S, and other providers, but they did little to enforce greater accountability.20

Founded in 1929, Serco has been ubiquitous in British life, running ferries, London’s Docklands Light Railway, the National Physical Laboratory, prisons, defense contracts, education authorities, waste management, and a host of other operations. It has over 100,000 employees globally and controls prisons in Australia, New Zealand, and Germany. It operated with a $1.25 billion contract from the Obama administration to implement Obamacare, despite a Serco whistle-blower having alleged that its staff had “hardly any work to do” during a botched program.

Both Serco and G4S were complicit in overcharging by tens of millions of pounds for the electronic tagging of prisoners—some of whom were found to have been dead at the time—from the 2000s onwards. The Serious Fraud Office was tasked in 2013 with investigating, and in late 2014 Serco was forced to reimburse the Ministry of Justice to the tune of £68.5 million.

The government’s solution to this fraud was not to address the reasons that privateers had been able to deceive them—loosely written contracts and little appetite for enforcement—but to hand over the contract to a Serco and G4S rival, Capita. This corporation, formed in 1994 with 64,000 staff, has become the largest beneficiary of outsourcing in Britain. By 2015, it ran all Cabinet Office civil-service training, as well as contracting with the Criminals Record Bureau to manage and maintain criminal records, plus many others.21 A “clean skin,” relatively speaking, Capita operated without the recent controversies surrounding Serco and G4S, and it appealed to governments craving commercial secrecy for services traditionally run by the state.

The Home Office dispensed with the services of the UK Border Agency in 2013 for failing to manage properly a huge backlog of asylum cases. It then appointed Capita, with a £40 million contract. The company bungled its delivery, sending hundreds of text messages to individuals who were in the country legally, reading: “Message from the UK Border Agency: You are required to leave the UK as you no longer have the right to remain.” Others who had chosen to leave Britain were sent messages by Capita wishing them a “pleasant journey.”22

This callousness was highlighted again during a 2015 inquiry that showed Tascor’s medical staff, operated by Capita, ignoring health warnings about a Pakistani man, Tahir Mehmood, before he died at Manchester airport in 2013. Corporate delays and incompetence caused Mehmood’s death, because contracted employees did not see information about his ongoing chest pains.

Never miss a good opportunity to make money from disaster—this was the unofficial mantra of Capita boss Paul Pindar, when he told the Public Accounts Committee in 2013 that the reason army recruitment was down was the “disadvantage that we actually have no wars on.”23 These words were spoken before the battle against Islamic State militants had commenced. Capita was given the Ministry of Defence contract to manage advertising, marketing, and the processing of application forms for the army. Pindar’s brutally honest admission—that war was good for business—was refreshing. The fact that all of the conflicts Britain had engaged in since 9/11—including Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya—had been catastrophic failures was not mentioned as a factor in Pindar’s skewed reasoning. There was good reason for many citizens to be wary of further foreign engagement.

Another major contractor is Mitie, a company that in 2014 quietly became Britain’s largest provider of immigration detention centers. It is a FTSE 250 contractor with over 54,000 staff. It works for Eurostar and Heathrow Airport, provides cleaners for government departments, and manages data centers and security guards for Marks & Spencer and the British Museum. Founded in the 1970s, Mitie has grown to become a company worth billions of pounds. It hosted an annual Mitie’s Got Talent competition to identify its most talented staff. (G4S had a theme song—as awful as you might expect.)24 This was a corporation that wanted to display a human face while it benefited financially during an economic downturn. “It is a tough time to be in business, but outsourcing has always been positive during recession,” CEO Ruby McGregor-Smith told Management Today.

Cutting corners was an inevitable practice within these massive organizations. Ronald van Steden of Vrije University Amsterdam, an advisor to the Dutch government, told the Financial Times that companies like G4S “follow a salami technique: slicing off a small part of public services to see how far they can go.”25 The British group Social Enterprise, which assists businesses with a social conscience, released a report in 2012 entitled The Shadow State. It found that the explosion in privatization, the biggest wave since the 1980s, meant that “government policy can be undermined or become irrelevant when commissioners have little choice over whom they can purchase services from.”26 The problem was exacerbated when neither governments nor corporations could be trusted to manage public services responsibly without thinking about profit.

Mass privatization and job losses were leading to generations of youth disappearing through the cracks of reduced opportunity. A 2014 Oxfam report revealed that Britain’s five richest families controlled more wealth than the poorest 20 percent of the population. Another Oxfam study found that eighty-five global billionaires had resources equaling those of half of the planet’s population—3.5 billion people.27 In 2015, Oxfam warned that the world’s top 1 percent would own more in 2016 than the other 99 percent. New York Times economics columnist Paul Krugman sagely argued that Britain’s austerity push “isn’t really about debt and deficits at all; it’s about using deficit panic as an excuse to dismantle social programs.”28 This was the definition of disaster capitalism.

The New Economics Foundation found in 2013 that Britain had recently seen the biggest drop in living standards since the Victorian era, most severely affecting public sector workers and women.29 The bald facts of this austerity craze were enough to indicate that something was horribly wrong with modern politics. British prime minister David Cameron felt the need, in 2013, after years of austerity and falling living standards, to teach schoolchildren about the glories of capitalism—which seemed like a defensive impulse. It was vital, he said, to celebrate a culture “that values that typically British, entrepreneurial, buccaneering spirit.”30

Multinational corporations spent the twentieth century gradually reducing their obligations in the various jurisdictions in which they operated. When national and international laws became obsolete or could be circumvented, the relationship between the company, the state, and the public changed irrevocably. This occurred because of ideological lobbying, and accompanying political and media pressure.

Britain’s immigration policy had played a key role in generating profits for privateers. Britain had had an Immigration Act since 1971 that allowed the incarceration of asylum seekers in detention facilities or jails, and by the 1990s there was public pressure to manage the growing number of arriving migrants more stringently. The Murdoch press and Daily Mail convinced many citizens that a nation with a harmonious past was being swamped with criminals. Activists argued that it was wholly inappropriate for individuals fleeing repression to be held in prison-like conditions; punishment as a deterrent had been the default setting for years, and yet it had not stemmed the flow of people. Refugees continued to arrive because the global crises that were the cause of the influx persisted.

In October 2014, the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee detailed the 11,000 asylum seekers waiting in Britain for at least seven years to hear if they would be allowed to stay; the further 29,000 migrants still awaiting official assessment of their applications; and the 50,000 immigrants who had had their claims rejected, then disappeared.31

The mad rush to privatize seemingly everything had few limits in the minds of its advocates. Since 2000, there had been lucrative investments in residential homes for the needy and mentally disturbed. Utilities were routinely outsourced, and prices increased. “Welfare to Work” contractors were lining their pockets, with little evidence of success. Despite public opposition, there were growing moves to privatize public libraries, schools, child protection services, and forests. University courses, the fight against climate change, and foreign aid were all endeavors that were routinely framed as having to serve commercial interests, rather than the common good.

Prime Minister David Cameron has outsourced hundreds of medical services during his time in power, including non-emergency ambulance services and community care.32 Robots were increasingly replacing nursing staff—a development welcomed by companies looking to cut costs. Reductions in government funding for public hospitals led to the chief executive of the NHS Confederation, Rob Webster, warning in 2014 that the NHS would have to start charging patients £75 per night for a bed—an unthinkable measure in a supposedly public system.33 In 2015, Britain’s only privately run NHS hospital, Hinchingbrooke, dropped its contractor, Circle Holdings. This was unsurprising, because a 2014 report found that there had been little oversight of the facility, as well as “poor hygiene levels.” and major problems in the emergency department.34 Taxpayers were forced to shell out for yet another tendering process.

The prioritization of market competition over quality healthcare had become the default setting of forces pushing for the privatization of the NHS itself, against the strong opposition of medical experts and the public.35 Even the US defense company Lockheed Martin was keen to bid on a £1 billion GP support service contract.36

According to journalist John Pilger, what the country had witnessed was “the replacement of democracy by a business plan for every human activity, every dream, every decency, every hope, every child born.”37

“I love, live and breathe outsourcing,” Ruby McGregor-Smith told Management Today in July 2014.38 McGregor-Smith, Mitie’s CEO, is an Indian-born former accountant, who previously worked for Serco. The publication wrote that her industry was a “low-profile, low-glamour business that doesn’t attract big, flamboyant egos. Some might call it dull … Outsourcing is the child of recession.”

I met Britain’s first Asian CEO for a rare interview at the Mitie office in central London. In a boardroom overlooking the Thames, McGregor-Smith was friendly and approachable, keen to show the organization in a positive light. “Our passion is service,” she told me. “Increasingly, as we do more public sector work, our client base becomes the general public—38 percent of our work is now public sector.” Her annual salary and company shares amount to millions of pounds.39

When, in 2013, she became the chair of the Public Service Strategy Board—a body of private company heads tasked with “rethinking how public services can operate more effectively and efficiently,” she said in the press release: “We demonstrate the positive impact that the private sector can make in transforming services and generating value for taxpayers through greater competition.” In other words, the institution offered political cover to justify and defend the acceleration of outsourcing.

Despite this, McGregor-Smith expressed surprise that there should be a demand for total transparency in the privatization process, and that complaints were made about the board’s opaque dealings. “The fact that the public believe that we are the extension of government and should be answerable to them directly has not been something that has ever really been raised or discussed as an issue.” It was revealing that there was so little consideration of the end-users of services other than as “clients.”

Mitie’s focus was primarily inside Britain, with a handful of interests overseas. McGregor-Smith was enthusiastic about her company’s ability to run detention centers, although she insisted: “We are more risk-averse than some of the other contractors. Personally, as an outsourcer, I do not believe everything should be outsourced unless I think it’s for the right reasons. In the case [of] detention centers, it’s who can best run them with the skills and experience, and I think the private sector brings a lot to the way you can support the individuals inside those environments. If you see our work at Campsfield [a detention facility near Oxford], from the art rooms we build to the football pitches, we’re trying to keep the individuals while [they are] there in a secure and safe environment. It’s important that it’s not a prison environment, and it’s a difficult thing to do. We will not be perfect.”

Since Mitie assumed control of Campsfield in 2011, the center has experienced a fire, a suicide, and three mass hunger strikes. Corporate Watch discovered that the key figures running the facility were veteran detention managers who had previously worked for Geo Group and other providers.40 Mitie had just rebranded the old, discredited face of detention outsourcing with a new, brighter face in an attempt to convince the public that something had changed in immigration detention.

Mitie offered to arrange for me to receive a guided tour of its Campsfield detention facility, in order to bypass the bureaucratic obstacles to my entry. The company told me that the Home Office had to approve the visit—a revealing insight into who really controlled these privatized facilities. However, the night before I was to go, a PR official contacted me to say that the Home Office press department had suddenly decided to block my trip, nervous about journalistic scrutiny. No further explanation was given. I spoke to Mitie the following day, and they sounded frustrated and apologetic. “The Home Office talks about wanting to be more open and transparent,” the Mitie PA told me; but the reality, she acknowledged, was the exact opposite. “We’ll be chasing this with the Home Office because we don’t want this to happen again,” she said. She realized the impression this experience had left me with: one of immigration bureaucrats striving to hide their handiwork from public view.

McGregor-Smith told me about a man who always came to the Mitie annual general meeting and expressed concern about conditions at Campsfield. “I said to him, Come and see it and tell us how to make it better. If you want to offer a philosophy that says the detention center shouldn’t exist I can’t answer that for you, because that is not my decision. He came to my AGM for three years, and by year three he said, ‘I’m still not with it that they should be open, but if they’re open I’m happy you run it and nobody else.’” She was pleased to tell me this story, hoping it would convince me that her facility was the best in the industry. “My personal view [about detention] is more as a mother rather than as a business. If the private sector can add innovation then it should do it, but anything that puts me at loggerheads with the public will make them wonder why it’s being outsourced. Whole tranches of the NHS should never be outsourced. I personally see doctors and nurses being state-run.”

There was a fire at the Campsfield center in 2013, and serious charges were leveled against Mitie that it had not appropriately protected staff and detainees. It was a charge vehemently denied by McGregor-Smith, though she acknowledged the absence of a sprinkler system—a key failing in the privatized facility. “We weren’t asked to put a sprinkler system in,” she countered. “We took the center over, and there wasn’t one there. If I take over a center which is owned by the Home Office and it doesn’t have a sprinkler system, and I’m not asked to put one in, that’s their call. A Home Office assessment then changed their mind [a sprinkler has now been installed]. It is not for me to say that’s right or wrong—it’s their call. My opinion would be that facilities should be as safe as they can be. Did anybody predict that one individual’s actions would cause what happened?”

I asked McGregor-Smith whether Serco and G4S, and their constant presence in the media for breaching human rights, were tainting other contractors by association. “Controversies over these firms have made us all realize that you’re only as good as the weakest part of your organization,” she said. “Many talk of the opportunities it can create. I sit there and think that’s really interesting, but only if you’re capable of delivering. There is a perception, and I don’t know if it’s right or wrong, that G4S and Serco have gotten too big, or they’re doing too much.”

The secrecy of the system, and the difficulty for the public and media of scrutinizing how public funds were being spent, were becoming an increasing concern. Mitie’s profits decreased in 2014 after losses in some of its construction contracts, but the business press reported the difficulties as little more than a blip in what would become a rosy future. “When there are problems, we expect they’ll be managed in private, not public,” said McGregor-Smith. “We don’t expect it to be all public-domain information. The only thing we’ve learned from the G4S and Serco controversies is that maybe we do need to open up and talk to more journalists, and get to be known more about the kind of companies we run.”

I questioned McGregor-Smith about the commercial-inconfidence clauses in contracts—an arrangement whereby contractors and governments keep the details of their agreement private and inaccessible to the public, which suits both the government and the contractor. “Most of our contracts preclude us from talking to anybody,” she admitted, “but we’re currently discussing whether we should be more open, because otherwise we become a ridiculous area of interest when there isn’t any interest really; we’re just a bunch of people delivering services. You attract the wrong kind of media if you don’t explain what you’re doing.”

With all the controversy around privatized immigration detention and the abuses associated with it, McGregor-Smith assured me: “We have adopted a gentler approach to detention; some have questioned why we’ve done that. We would say, they could be our kids.” She wanted Mitie to be a transparent organization, unlike G4S and Serco, and believed freedom-of-information legislation should be reformed to encompass private companies’ records. She condemned the “prison culture” of major contractors and said that the facilities she ran were not jails, but detention centers. In Mitie’s 2014 annual report, McGregor-Smith proudly explained how the “landmark [immigration] contract” to run Colnbrook and Harmondsworth detention centers “would release significant savings for the taxpayer.” There was no mention in the £180 million, eight-year contract of providing decent care for detainees.

Injecting more accountability into the system was the stated goal of Julian Huppert, Liberal Democrat MP for Cambridge, whom I met at his parliamentary office (he was defeated at the 2015 general election along with countless other Liberal Democrat MPs). After his election in 2010, he was leading a campaign to release children from detention. “Under the previous governments, literally thousands of children were detained for the purposes of immigration for months on end,” Huppert said. “These were not people who had committed a crime. We have ended routine detention of children.” This was true, though some children were still incarcerated around the country. He argued that ongoing scandals at Yarl’s Wood, the Serco-run detention center in Bedfordshire, had “contributed to raising the issue of children in detention up the agenda.”

Huppert despaired that mainstream British political and media culture celebrated punishment as a legitimate form of deterrence: “There is a view that says if we don’t detain children then people are more likely to come to this country illegally. There’s no real evidence that refugees check out the refugee benefits [of all possible countries in great detail] before making a rational decision where to go to. Some want to make it a hostile area for asylum seekers [to deter them], and saying you might lock up their children is a hostile way of treating people. I don’t want this to be a country where we deal with our immigration policies by being actively unpleasant to people.”

It was an indictment of democratic societies that there was energetic debate over whether refugees should be isolated, locked up indefinitely in poor conditions, or, conversely treated with respect. Huppert praised a facility called Cedars, run by Britain’s largest children’s charity, Barnardo’s, near Gatwick Airport. It was opened in 2011 in response to concerns over abuses at Yarl’s Wood. Cedars provides short-term accommodation for families about to be deported. “It is not run to be a cheap way of managing people,” he said. “This is for people where there has been an effort to get them to go voluntarily. That has failed. Cedars is a very high-quality space.”

But a 2014 Barnardo’s report found that children were often separated from their parents in the facility, and that police in protective armor were routinely arresting and escorting traumatized families to the center.41 The Chief Inspector of Prisons released a report into this center in 2012 uncovering a litany of problems—from self-harm, lack of legal representation, child distress, and the excessive use of force.42

But Huppert was unbowed: “A colleague said that we shouldn’t encourage the right-wing press to look at [Cedars], because they’ll complain how nice it is and how we’re spending too much money looking after these people. Barnardo’s come to this with an angle of child protection. Several of the detained women at the center who were spoken to during an inspection said to me it was very helpful to have a place to get used to the fact that they were leaving the UK.”

Huppert’s vision for asylum policy was moderate, and he eschewed the racism so common in today’s debate: “We have to have immigration controls—we can’t have an open-borders system. I find the concept of open borders intellectually interesting, but you can’t combine that with a welfare state and free healthcare. You can’t do both.”

I asked him about the private sector running refugee facilities, and he argued that his focus was reducing the number of refugees behind bars, rather than obsessing over who managed them: “One of the reasons you get the private sector in is because they at least say they can run it for less money. But a better way to see it is to have less people in there. At the moment we have the situation where people are locked up in detention for months and years. And some of these people will then be released into this country. So we will have spent tens of thousands of pounds in some cases detaining people who will actually then be allowed to be here. The Liberal Democrats’ policy is about reducing immigration detention rather than focusing on privatized facilities.”

A culture of demonizing refugees remained rampant in Britain, and Huppert believed that Labour, the Conservatives, and UKIP were competing to outdo each other in finding new ways to isolate and punish those seeking asylum. “We’re even seeing xenophobia against Caucasians, which is relatively new here,” he lamented. “I think privatized immigration detention should be open to appropriate freedom of information. If they’re running a good service they would benefit by being able to demonstrate that.” Despite my constant prompting, Huppert remained hesitant about seriously criticizing any of the companies making money from detention.

The Liberal Democrats tried to show vehement opposition to the growing trend of disaster capitalism—in 2014, the party pledged to protect Britain’s forests from privatization; but their rhetoric did not match the reality. A dossier was leaked in 2014 that showed one in five Tories and Liberal Democrat politicians had received donations from individuals pushing for NHS privatization.

In sharing power with David Cameron since 2010, the Liberal Democrats were either powerless or complicit in the ongoing sell-off of public assets. In the most dramatic change in outsourcing ever to affect the criminal justice system, 2014 saw companies Sodexo and Interserve sign contracts worth £450 million to run 70 percent of the probation service. (Serco and G4S withdrew their bids after the emergence of their involvement in overcharging the government for electronic tags.) Freedom of information laws were bypassed by the secretive contracts, and the wife of the chief inspector of probation, Janine McDowell, was promoted in November 2014 to run Sodexo. Conflicts of interests abounded, and in 2015 the chief inspector of probation, Paul McDowell, resigned.

On a gray and rainy summer day I caught a train to Bedford, one hour from London, to visit Yarl’s Wood detention center. The notoriety of this center—colored by years of reports of sexual abuse of detainees by guards, deaths in custody, self-harm, and Serco mismanagement—was well known, and yet it remained open. The UN special rapporteur on violence against women, Rashida Manjoo, was denied access to Yarl’s Wood in 2014 on instructions, she said, emanating from the highest levels of the Home Office. In 2014 Serco was awarded another eight-year contract to manage the facility.

Yarl’s Wood is located in an industrial park around twenty minutes from Bedford. Alongside factories and the Bedford Pet Cremations, the detention center is a nondescript set of buildings with Serco signs at the entrance telling visitors that the company “brings service to life.” A brochure in the foyer helpfully informed visitors about biometrics, and why they use them to document everyone entering the facility. Blank complaint forms sat nearby.

A number of lawyers and visitors were milling around outside, some smoking, others talking on their mobile phones. I entered, registered my fingerprints and photo with a Serco employee, and told him the name of the couple I was there to see. This center, unlike many others in the UK, allowed men and women to live together. I progressed to another section, pressed my fingers on the print scanner and was body searched and patted down after being told that I could not take anything into the visiting area. Security guards radioed to get permission to open one door or unlock another. The frustration and fatigue of the guards was exactly the same when I had visited detainees in the Mitie-run facilities at Colnbrook and Harmondsworth, near Hearthrow Airport. Channel 4 News aired secretly recorded footage in 2015 that revealed Mitie was locking detainees in their cells for longer periods every day under a so-called efficiency measure.

The visiting center was much like any other around the world: a children’s area with toys; a small room where detainees had to see people behind a glass window; many low tables and chairs for visitors. A Sinhalese couple arrived, Thehan and Sathi (not their real names), and approached me, smiling. We sat down and talked for an hour about their situation. Sathi spoke quite fluent English, though her husband was less confident. She was seven-and-a-half months pregnant, and was crying and obviously distraught. She explained how they had arrived in the UK four-and-a-half years previously, after paying an agent in Sri Lanka to escape to somewhere, anywhere, away from a regime that they said made it impossible for them to stay. She had studied to be an accountant, working as a teacher in Sri Lanka, and they found a way to survive by renting a room in an apartment with an Indian couple who had a small child.

When they had formally applied for asylum, they were both arrested and brought to Yarl’s Wood. They looked shell-shocked at the way in which this had happened. They had a Sri Lankan lawyer, but it was unclear how effective he would be in getting them out. According to Home Office policy, pregnant women should not be in immigration detention beyond the twenty-fourth week of pregnancy, and yet Sathi was twenty-nine weeks pregnant, for which no explanation or justification had been offered. She had suffered two miscarriages in the past and was scared that the same thing might happen again.

The environment inside this privatized detention center was making her sick and mentally unstable. She said she had considered committing suicide. She had recently thought she had a blood clot, but doctors were unable to clarify where it was. While she recounted these stories, tears ran down her cheeks and she shook. The cruelty and futility of the process was startling. There was no reason to keep them both here other than for punishment or as a supposed deterrent—but they both insisted that they could not return to Sri Lanka.

Sathi said she that had often received decent medical care from the hospital. Sometimes the Serco staff believed her when she explained that she needed to visit a hospital, and at other times they did not. If she was away at the hospital during meal times, she would miss food and be hungry, even though she hated what they would often serve—chips, chicken, vegetables, and fruit. Sathi’s treatment was not unusual. A pregnant South African woman at Yarl’s Wood in 2010 had been refused a scan for four days and had to apply to the High Court to pressure authorities to grant one. Even then, officials initially refused to comply with the court order.43 Pregnant women imprisoned at Yarl’s Wood continue to suffer both neonatal and mental complications. Channel 4 News smuggled cameras into the facility in 2015 and found a callous disregard by guards towards these vulnerable prisoners.

In the visiting room one couple was kissing, and families that had been separated were briefly reunited. Colorful murals with Disney characters were painted on the outside walls, but Yarl’s Wood was run like a high-security prison—soulless, tough, unfriendly, and cut off from the rest of society. A former mental-health nurse told the BBC in 2014 that the facility was unsafe for women. Many women had died under suspicious circumstances on the site. “The system wasn’t driven for mental health,” mental health nurse Noel Finn said. “It was more driven about, ‘Are they fit to fly, physically?’”44 Allegations of sexual assault by guards were commonplace.45 Imprisoned women were paid fifty pence an hour to carry out menial tasks.

It was not lost on detainees that they were unable to work legally in the community while Serco was happy to accept their labor inside the center.46 Corporate Watch used the Freedom of Information Act to demonstrate that Mitie, Geo Group, Serco, and G4S paid hundreds of detainees little more than £1 an hour for cooking, cleaning, and other jobs within detention centers across Britain.47 The problem was wider than just in immigration. Corporate Watch revealed in 2015 that a Mitie-owned company, MiHomecare, one of Britain’s largest contractors for the elderly, was paying workers less than the minimum wage.

It was the personal stories that left the deepest impression on me. I expressed sympathy with the couple’s plight, asked questions, and said that surely they would soon be released. What they would then do remained unclear. A privatized system that offered no indication of when court hearings would be held served to prolong the mental anguish, which was even worse when a woman was pregnant. Happily, the couple was released the day after our visit, to an undisclosed location.

Many activists campaigned tirelessly for the closure of Yarl’s Wood. Emma Mlotshwa, in her late forties, ran the NGO Medical Justice and lived in Bedford in a large house where many asylum seekers recently out of detention rented rooms. It was a huge property—one room had African artifacts, and there was a large mural in the living room on the theme of freedom and justice.

Mlotshwa’s anger at the immigration system had begun when she witnessed her town transformed. “I saw Yarl’s Wood being built. The plans for the center made me outraged,” she told me. “I felt a comparison with World War II camps and a need to do something. This was in 2000, so I educated myself and visited other anti-detention groups. I was still working as an electronics seller. Initially we called our group ‘Campaign to Stop Arbitrary Detention at Yarl’s Wood.’” Yarl’s Wood opened in 2001, and already there was a riot and a fire in 2002. The police and Group 4, the company then running the center that eventually became G4S (it was contracted to Serco from 2007 onwards), fared badly in the trial relating to the fire. “I had naively expected that Yarl’s Wood would be closed due to public awareness,” Mlotshwa said. “I used my house in Bedford as a place for then relatively easily released detainees.” It was a time when immigrants were not locked up for such long periods of time.

Anger burned within her, and Medical Justice was launched in 2008. At that stage, no independent doctors were going into detention centers, and the new group had to negotiate with the Home Office for access. The group’s 2014 annual report detailed 448 detainees being assisted with “serious medical issues.” The organization’s doctors “helped a hunger-striker who the Home Office had the power to detain until ‘death is unavoidable.’” Mlotshwa explained that it was important to have independent doctors in detention centers, because countless asylum seekers were lost inside a privatized system that skimped on even minimal medical checks. Victims of torture told her that they were being traumatized all over again in detention, and that their mental health issues were ignored. A 2013 report showed a severe shortage of immigration detention staff who were able to diagnose mental illness.48 Detainees with serious illnesses, such as those needing HIV treatment, were either ignored or given irregular help. A 2011 Medical Justice report found that detaining HIV refugees “puts them at a high level of risk that is so severe that they should never be detained.”49 “These are all reasons why detention is worsening the personal situation of those inside, especially the old, severely disabled, pregnant women, and the sick,” Mlotshwa told me.

A 2013 report revealed that the Home Office did not know how many pregnant women were in detention, and evidence indicated that Yarl’s Wood’s Serco staff routinely refused to treat these women with appropriate sensitivity. Medical Justice demanded that the Home Office no longer detain pregnant women at all.50 Another report, in 2012, had demanded that asylum seekers who had been tortured should not be placed in privatized immigration detention. Rule 35, formulated in 2001, was designed to avoid this possibility, but it was ignored.51

Medical Justice fought against a system that gave refugee care a low priority. I heard stories of detainees being taken to the hospital in handcuffs. In 2014, G4S was forced to compensate a seventy-nine-year-old disabled former serviceman they had handcuffed during a fourteen-day hospital stay in Liverpool.52 The British government did not treat people humanely, Mlotshwa said, “with guards often in the room alongside the asylum seeker and doctor, removing confidentiality. After years of demonizing refugees, private staff in hospitals, on planes, and at airports suspend caring and turn a blind eye to abuse.”

Since becoming a full-time immigration activist, Mlotshwa had witnessed a range of problems with outsourced work: “The lowest price wins the contract, which leads to cutting corners, less care, and lower-paid and -qualified staff.” A key problem with this kind of disaster capitalism, reminiscent of similar cases in Australia and the United States, was the “deliberate aim to fudge responsibility between Serco and the Home Office. With mostly male guards looking over [guarding] women at Yarl’s Wood, Serco often tries to stop us visiting, saying detainees can’t be found or we have the wrong paperwork.” Mlotshwa said that the male staff often tried to intimidate women inside and outside the facility. Medical Justice knew of a “shit-sheet” kept by Serco on its visiting medical practitioners, making it difficult for them sometimes to get access.

I asked Mlotshwa about the political culture that allowed refugees to disappear into an unaccountable bureaucratic maze, becoming invisible. “The Home Office are not very helpful. They see us as a hassle and are not interested in real dialogue. Their staff aren’t reading judgments when a judge finds a detainee is being treated in a cruel and degrading way and should be released or moved. The British political mood has demonized migrants so effectively. The Home Secretary has given the green light to damn immigrants, giving permission from the high elites to the lowly thugs who work for Serco and G4S.”

The system was gamed by G4S, which routinely poached former civil servants who subsequently moved back into government, in a revolving-door system that incentivized all involved to protect it from scrutiny.53 A 2010 British government–released Advisory Committee of Business Appointments noted that several former ambassadors, a Ministry of Defense chief of staff, and the general manager of the National Offender Management Service had all moved seamlessly to G4S management after leaving government employment. The cronyism was entrenched.

Jimmy Mubenga was an Angolan man killed by G4S on a British Airways flight in 2010 as he was being deported from Britain. Three G4S guards were charged with manslaughter and acquitted, despite evidence emerging at their 2014 trial that they had forcibly held Mubenga down while he screamed: “I can’t breathe.” G4S whistle-blowers told a Home Office committee after Mubenga’s death that the company routinely hired individuals who were not trained appropriately, or who showed insensitivity towards vulnerable detainees. The potentially lethal technique used to restrain Mubenga had been flagged as dangerous, but this had been ignored by management.54 Other deportees also complained of rough handling by G4S employees, including a Zimbabwean man who alleged that he had been punched and kicked while handcuffed and wearing leg locks.55

The Mubenga case was a perfect example of corporate unaccountability. At the end of the 2014 trial, Mubenga’s widow, Adrienne Makenda Kambana, pledged to pressure the Home Office “to make sure there is an independent monitor on each deportation so they can observe what is going on. I can’t stand by and watch this happen to another family. I have to do that for Jimmy.” After four years of investigations and public shaming of G4S, Amnesty International commented that it was still impossible to “know which of these [dangerous restraint techniques] are still being used today or if the UK government has actually delivered on its promise to introduce new and safer methods and training. Once again a migrant has lost their life in detention, and once again no one will ultimately be held to account.”56

At the heart of this tragedy was the role of G4S and its hiring practices. Although, at the 2014 trial, text messages from the guards had inexplicably been deemed not to have “any real relevance”—as was the testimony of a whistle-blower who told an earlier inquiry that a form of banned restraint known as “carpet karaoke” was used to forcibly restrain Mubenga and push his head down—two of the three defendants had sent dozens of messages that displayed hatred towards Muslims, Asians, and Africans. One of the guards, Stuart Tribelnig, 39, had written: “Fuck off and go home you free-loading, benefit grabbing, kid producing, violent, non-English speaking cock suckers and take those hairy faced, sandal wearing, bomb making, goat fucking, smelly rag head bastards with you.”

With so many cases of G4S having hired racist employees, and report after report having found that the company had employed a disproportionate number of staff who displayed a callous disregard for people of color, it was reasonable to ask why the firm was not charged with corporate manslaughter when a person died in its care.57

Racism had become endemic within an economic system that produced dehumanization while suppressing transparency and neglecting proper training. An anonymous account of a Serco guard working at the remote Curtin detention center, in Western Australia, explained: “If you start off a bit of a cunt when you arrive, you’re a major cunt by the time you leave.” As for the G4S guards hired to transport Mubenga, poorly vetted and intolerant, an aggressive attitude and a contempt for non-whites was often a prerequisite. Although guards dealt every day with the most vulnerable members of the community, they were, the Australian guard said, there because they “need[ed] a job that will last a few months, pay well, employ immediately, and requires no expertise.”58

Mubenga’s coroner, Karon Monaghan QC, understood what outsourcing meant in reality. In a far more humane assessment of the case in 2013, which forced a criminal trial after the initial inaction of the Crown Prosecution Service, Monaghan wrote, after reading the racist texts, that “the potential impact on detainees of a racist culture is that detainees and deportees are not ‘personalized.’” The sheer scale of the problem, exacerbated by years of state inaction, was revealed in a 2015 Institute of Race Relations report, Dying for Justice, identifying Mubenga as one of over 500 minority individuals who had died after an interaction with the police, prison, or immigration services, or one of their privatized proxies, since 1991.59

G4S lost the contract to deport foreign nationals after the Mubenga debacle, but in 2011 the government awarded the work to another contractor, Reliance, which had an equally disturbing past. After many G4S staff had been hired under European employment regulations, countless incidents emerged of guards allegedly assaulting detainees.60

There had been warnings for years. Medical Justice released a scathing 2008 report into the “outsourced abuse” of countless men and women who had been denied medication, beaten, punched, and subjected to racist abuse by contracted guards.61 Since 2001, roughly 800 flights had been used to deport around 30,000 people from Britain, often back to repressive states. Stories of detainees being abused and assaulted by private security guards on the flights were infamous.62 As far back as 2008, Britain’s former chief inspector of prisons, Lord David Ramsbotham, had issued a report finding the government responsible for the abuse of hundreds of asylum seekers at the hands of thuggish private security officials.63

G4S excelled at securing contracts in a range of diverse fields, increasing revenue and reducing financial troubles in another part of the business if one contract, such as deportation, was lost. For example, it ran a Welfare to Work program on behalf of the Department for Work and Pensions. On its website it claimed to represent “a unique opportunity to transform lives and communities across the UK; an opportunity not only to support people into secure and lasting employment, but to make enormous inroads into eradicating child poverty and kick-starting social mobility.” That was the spin, but the reality had more to do with punishment and coercion. The Conservative government established this G4S plan to assist the long-term unemployed, but activists in Sheffield explained to me how it had exacerbated poverty and disillusionment. Numbers of food banks and welfare recipients were soaring.

The Guardian investigated the G4S-run program in 2012 and discovered that countless contractors and subcontractors had run the initiative with little transparency. Unemployed and vulnerable people were pushed to accept unpaid work and told that paid work might be provided in the future. G4S earned more money if it found jobs lasting two years or more. The newspaper saw only a few secure jobs in Hull and noted that it was “hard not to keep wondering how assistance with CVs and motivational pep talks, however heartfelt, can overcome the stark local unemployment statistics.”64 Imagining private-sector jobs that did not exist, at a time when both public and private industries were struggling, was a tactic that had clear benefits for the G4S PR department.

Brutally but accurately, Conservative employment secretary Chris Grayling explained: “What we have tried to do [with the Welfare to Work program] is create a situation where our interests and the interests of providers are really aligned. They can make shedloads of money by doing the things we would absolutely love them to do.”65 It would be hard to find a more a succinct definition of disaster capitalism.

In Sheffield, where the G4S program was deeply entrenched, activist John Grayson said that the corporation had “synergy” with the government agenda. “Will the state run job centers in years to come, or will G4S run all aspects of welfare?” he asked. The militarization of society, achieved through the seamless transfer of influence and power from the public to the private sector, had not achieved any of its stated goals, other than its primary aim of enriching friendly companies at the expense of the general population.

In 2015, even the body representing the companies making money from the Welfare to Work program, including G4S, Ingeus, and Serco, reported that the “sanction first, investigate later” policy against social security recipients had failed. It left people impoverished, did nothing to help them get jobs, and thus kept them on benefits longer.66 Such problems were the reason why opposition grew. A coalition of local activists petitioned Sheffield Council in July 2014 to sever all ties with G4S because of its “gross human rights abuses.” The group City of Sanctuary operates across Britain to assist asylum seekers and educate the public about their plight. Grayson submitted a scathing report to the Home Affairs Committee inquiry into asylum in 2013 that documented “the appalling neglect of vulnerable asylum seeker tenants through unsuitable allocations and degrading treatment by G4S/subcontractor housing workers.”67

A female asylum seeker with newborn twins in West Yorkshire was threatened by G4S for daring to complain about living in squalid conditions. A pregnant migrant was evicted on the day she was to be induced and left with no transport to the hospital. Countless female immigrants reported sexual, racial, and privacy breaches by G4S staff. These are just a small list of abuses suffered by asylum seekers across Britain in a system that demonizes the vulnerable.

In the heart of London, near London Bridge station, was the nondescript Becket House immigration enforcement reporting center. Vans with the words “Immigration Enforcement” on both sides sat outside. This was where immigrants were forced to sign in weekly to make sure they had not disappeared. More ominously, the vans visited workplaces daily around the city, grabbing suspected undocumented immigrants and bringing them to this center for processing, before sending them on to privatized immigration detention facilities around the country. Becket House was for short-term detention, and the building had countless cameras filming passers-by.

Corporate Watch’s Phil Miller said that people regularly protested outside the building. Prime Minister David Cameron was being advised by the Australian polling firm Crosby Textor, famed for inflaming racial tensions in the pursuit of political power, and the Conservatives had become far more brazen in their efforts to crack down on immigrants. Having “Immigration Enforcement” vans driving around London was one Crosby Textor idea to signal a tough line against perceived dangers to public security. The Home Office dispatching of “Go Home” immigration trucks was another. The vehicles carried large posters with a message and phone number, alongside an image of a set of handcuffs: “In the UK illegally? Go Home or Face Arrest.” The Home Office reported that its staff subsequently responded to countless bogus calls.

These actions were one of the Conservative Party’s responses to being spooked by the sudden rise of UKIP that had resulted from burgeoning anti-immigrant sentiment. They were also guaranteed to enrich numerous corporations that were only too keen to profit from the ever-growing number of outsourced services. A key principle of disaster capitalism was keeping the public in a state of perpetual fear and insecurity, and then claiming to know how to soothe society’s anxious mind.

Nick Hardwick, Britain’s chief inspector of prisons, might privately agree. Occupying the post between 2010 and 2015, he was a cautious and friendly man. When I met him, I sensed that he did not want to speak too critically of government policy, as he knew the acceptable boundaries of debate that his position allowed. Hardwick’s job was to report on conditions in prisons, immigration detention centers, and police custody. His role was independent of government, and he stressed: “What I report on is the outcome for prisoners and not the management of the prison. I’m not really interested in how these places are run.”

I asked Hardwick about his assessment of the differences between public and private facilities. “The question of where prisoners or detainees are treated better, in public or private facilities, is the wrong question,” he said. “From my inspection findings, you can’t find any difference between the public and private sector. The critical difference is that on the whole a new prison, public or private sector, will have difficulties for some years after it’s set up. So a newly established private prison will initially perform worse, but after time they’ll likely become better than something running in an old, crumbling Victorian ruin.”

Hardwick was unafraid to question the moral underpinnings of outsourcing punishment: “One of the best prisons now is the Parc Prison in Wales, run by G4S. It’s a phenomenally well-run facility with a stable management team. But that doesn’t answer whether it’s an ethnical decision to privatize the system. A small private sector can innovate, more so than the public sector. But it should be an exception rather than the rule [to privatize prisons].” The dangers of profiteering were starkly highlighted in a late 2014 report by Hardwick that had found that five Serco-run prisons were likely still to be illegally monitoring inmates’ phonecalls with their MPs.

Hardwick opposed the government-imposed austerity that had led to cost-cutting and human-rights abuses. In October 2014, he noted that a rising prison population, combined with budget cuts, had resulted in soaring numbers of prison deaths—the highest in thirty years—and levels of violence. “At its worst, overcrowding means two prisoners sharing a six-foot-by-ten-foot cell designed for one, with bunks along one wall, a table and chair for one, some shelves, a small TV, an unscreened toilet at the foot of the bunks, poor ventilation, and a sheet as a makeshift curtain. A few prisoners might spend twenty-three hours a day in such a cell.”68

Running an Inspectorate that would arrive unannounced at various centers around the country, Hardwick had seen an improvement in the behavior of Serco, G4S, and other contractors in recent years. “What causes peoples’ despair in immigration removal centers, the bulk of them, why they are such unhappy and sad places, is because of people’s distress in how their immigration case is being handled. It’s not generally about the center itself. This is not just down to Serco—that’s an easy cop-out. You have to confront the hard questions about your detention policy.”

Hardwick told me that he had not found rampant abuses at Yarl’s Wood, despite having read countless media reports suggesting otherwise. However, “if you place a woman who’s had some trauma and abuse in the past in that position where the power imbalance between the woman and the detention officers is so extreme, where you place them in an establishment which is behind closed walls and where the women may have difficulty raising concerns about their status due to language difficulties, you’re placing them in an incredibly vulnerable situation. We are not careful enough, and we don’t take seriously enough how we put and keep women in a situation that is inherently dangerous and risky.”

His ideal vision for detention, if it happened at all, was to reduce physical tension for refugees. “The first principle is that people are not there because they’ve committed an offence, therefore every prison-like aspect needs to be individually justified. It should be as un-prison-like as possible. It’s about the design, what uniforms people wear, access to the internet, can you move around the place freely. One of the great surprises of this job is seeing how many people are locked up without ever going before a court. A lot of these people are locked up essentially on the say-so of a relatively junior civil servant as an administrative convenience. There needs to be a much higher level of oversight of the decision to detain and the need for continuing detention.”

Hardwick was critical of many facilities but believed he had identified two centers that should be copied by others: “In Scotland there’s a place called Dungavel, run by Geo Group. They’re a big local player that attracts good local talent. It’s a long way away from the bureaucracy, and it runs in a very civilized and humane way. It’s very cheerful compared to other places, and people get really good-quality advice about their immigration cases. It’s about reassurance and treating people in a dignified way. Because of that you don’t get the tensions. You could have more places run like that.”

He was also supportive of Cedars, the family detention facility run by Barnardo’s, though I told him I had received reports of ongoing abuses. “If you talk to families there—we do when we inspect—they say that if we’re going to be removed forcibly, this kind of breathing space for a couple of days is important for us. They run it in a very child-centered way. Levels of individual care are very good. It’s still a difficult time for people, so there’s high levels of self-harm, but there’s a focus on care. I don’t think you should detain more children, but I think the principles that are applied at Cedars, for the vulnerable, you could apply to other settings as a whole.”

I found myself questioning Hardwick’s judgment, however, when he released a positive assessment of the Mitie-run center at Campsfield in 2015, despite finding a litany of faults there: a child had been locked up for sixty-two days “by mistake”; overcrowding was rampant; kitchen hygiene was criticized; torture victims were detained despite Home Office rules forbidding it; and legal services for detainees were inadequate. The Practice, the medical company contracted to provide healthcare, was found to have cut corners and to operate with insufficient staffing.69

Despite all of these problems, Hardwick’s report praised the facility: “Overall, this was a very positive inspection. Staff and managers at Campsfield House should be congratulated in dealing professionally and sensitively with detainees who were going through what, for many, was a difficult and unhappy time.”

Disaster capitalism is thriving in Britain because the forces opposing it are so weak. While the privatization boom continues apace at home, London is exporting the ideology behind it, providing more than £600 million—packaged as development aid—to help local companies such as Unilever and Monsanto to take over vast tracts of land in Africa. Small farmers, women, and agriculture-reliant communities are exploited in the name of helping Africa. In the guise of development, Britain is recolonizing the continent all over again—this time with friendlier rhetoric and fewer guns.70

This exploitation will inevitably increase inequality, as even the OECD seems to agree. In a 2014 report, the Paris think-tank argued that wealthy nations must accept that capitalism’s glory days were over, and that poor countries would discover this reality by 2060. This was because discrimination would surge globally, with climate change starting to have profound effects on agricultural sustainability. The OECD’s proposed solution consisted of the kind of thinking that increased the abuses reported in this chapter: privatization and further austerity. “The ultimate lesson from the report is that, sooner or later, an alternative programme to ‘more of the same’ will emerge,” wrote Britain’s Channel 4 News economics editor Paul Mason. “Because populations armed with smartphones, and an increased sense of their human rights, will not accept a future of high inequality and low growth.”71

There is some reason to be hopeful. After a public campaign in 2014 by writer and comedian Russell Brand to highlight plans by US asset management firm Westbrook Partners to evict dozens of families from the New Era housing estate in London, the company shelved its proposal and sold its stake to an affordable housing organization. It was a small but significant win, undeniably strengthened by the profile of Brand, and a rare example of disaster capitalism being challenged and beaten back. With this success, Brand wrote that he had “inadvertently wandered into the heart of a truly accessible and exciting movement to oppose pointless government and tyrannical big business … I was compelled to stay … [b]y something I didn’t even know I was grieving; the loss of community, our connection to each other.”72

Such successes are why public resistance is essential to ensure a British future not designed by corporate bosses and their political friends. Humanity must not be outsourced to the highest bidder.
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Australia: “If you have a pulse,
you have a job at Serco”


We have here an environment that is inherently toxic. It has characteristics which over time reliably cause harm to people’s mental health.

Dr. Peter Young, former Australian head psychiatrist for detained asylum seekers



It was a strange feeling to leave the Australian mainland by plane without needing a passport or visa and land on an Australian-run island three-and-a-half hours later.

There was a diverse range of people who boarded the plane in Perth, Western Australia, for Christmas Island: Pacific Islanders, burly white men, Asian Muslims, and hijab-wearing women. I saw two Serco staff sitting next to a refugee with a bushy goatee—a man likely from Iran or Iraq. He was reading a Where’s Wally? book and wore a T-shirt with “No Prisoners” written on the back. We made eye contact; I smiled, and he returned the courtesy.

The expensive flight was a beautiful trip over blue sea with occasional atolls ringed by perfectly white sand. Flying across the Indian Ocean, I half expected to see an asylum-seeker boat on its way to Christmas Island being intercepted by the Australian Navy. My first glimpse of the island was of steep hills and a striking coastline. Its small airport turned out to be little more than a large room—a shop that sold duty-free alcohol and cigarettes. This isolated island was where Australia warehoused asylum seekers under the profitable gaze of the British multinational Serco.

The humidity was high as I left the tiny terminal; outside, a sign welcoming me to the island stood alongside a tall pole flying an Australian flag. At the desk of a rental-car company, a young Chinese-Australian man gave me a photocopy of a hand-drawn map of the island and said, “You can’t get lost here, mate. It’s basically just one big circle.”

The drive from the airport into Flying Fish Cove, the island’s main town, revealed luscious greenery and washed-out 1960s-style low-level apartment blocks with clothes strung across their windows and doors. Near the water there was a mosque with a small minaret and more grubby apartment buildings, tightly packed together; rust infested the structures. An Australian Navy ship was docked at the waterfront, and its officers dived into the glistening water from the short pier. A sign on the pier read: “Warning: This Is A Customs Controlled Area. Persons Must Not Enter Without Appropriate Identification.”

Arriving on Christmas Island felt like stepping into a time warp, as there were no noticeably contemporary buildings. The place looked tired and unloved, and its remoteness reminded me of other detention centers in Australia, Britain, and America. It was no accident that these were the locations governments had chosen to house asylum seekers—out of sight and out of mind.

I checked into a hotel overlooking the ocean, less than fifty meters from the site of the tragic accident that occurred on December 10, 2010, when an asylum-seeker boat struck the coast in bad weather and forty-eight people died. Residents could only stand by helplessly and watch as refugees perished in the rough waters below. Another tragic accident occurred offshore in March 2013, with at least two asylum seekers dying when their boat capsized. This made the national news for a few days, then disappeared. Public sympathy extended only as long as the media cycle.

There were approximately 1,500 permanent residents on the island and about 600 Serco and Australian Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) staff, who came and went (it was called the Department of Immigration and Citizenship—DIAC—until 2013). One of the latter’s facilities, the “Construction Camp,” sat opposite the sports center where the workers who built the first Christmas Island detention facility lived. At the time of writing, all refugee families—around 100 men, women, and children—had been removed, though when I visited there were around 200 people, also families, despite a surge in capacity allowing up to 300, in very basic accommodation such as dongas (temporary dwellings) and rusty shipping containers. Single men were placed in the much larger detention center, which was a short drive from town. The site was eerily quiet, though I could hear a few voices in the distance. There was low-level security, and the green shrubbery behind the prefabricated structures was the only sign of color in the area.

Getting access to these facilities was a tortuous process, and Serco and DIBP staff deliberately gave me the runaround. I arrived on Christmas Island after being told on the Australian mainland that I would not be allowed to meet any detainees, despite knowing asylum seekers had requested to see me. Independent oversight, by journalists or the public, was seen as a threat to a secretive system.

Despite the transformation of Christmas Island from mining outpost to detention facility, there remained a unique multicultural mix on the island. One evening I attended a Buddhist ceremony—an event held annually—at a hilltop temple near the detention center. Flags were fluttering in the wind, and stretching to the horizon was a gorgeous view of the sparkling Indian Ocean. The sun set with a brilliant red flourish. There was mainly a Chinese-Malay crowd in attendance; it was this community that raised the funds each year to bring two shamans over from Malaysia for the occasion. But there were also representatives of the island’s other ethnic communities, as well as some Serco staff.

The temple was packed with Buddhists, many of whom were taking photographs of one shaman in a red smock rocking back and forth in a trance. He wrote prayers on small pieces of paper while keeping his eyes closed. Many candles were burning, and incense wafted through the air. A local man drummed hypnotically throughout the afternoon and evening. Outside the temple, a banquet that had been prepared for the ceremony’s 100 participants was on a long trestle table—noodles, rice, chicken and other meats, huge quantities of everything. We all lined up and helped ourselves.

The final part of the ceremony saw one of the shamans leading a procession across a small bridge that had been constructed in front of the temple. People paid money to hold incense sticks, and then removed their shoes to receive a blessing.

I talked to Simon, a tall, lanky British man who taught young children in detention. He had arrived with high hopes of being able to change the system from within, and he said the children had undoubtedly benefited from the regular classes. But he also thought that uncertainty over the length and outcome of detention had an adverse impact on their mental health. Simon said that Serco staff were friendly enough to him, then shared a revealing anecdote. His school had put together an induction manual and given it to Serco to examine. The company’s response was that some of its officials were unable to complete the task because they could not read or write. Education options for island children had been limited, the Catholic Education Office of Western Australia establishing a school for asylum seekers only.

Also at the ceremony was Harry, an Australian who has been on Christmas Island for nearly two decades and rarely returned to the mainland; there had been a gap of eighteen years between his last two visits. He told me that he opposed the detention center because of the environmental degradation caused by the amount of resources, such as water and timber, required to run the place. He was against having a privatized “prison” on the island and thought refugees should be put in community-based detention. “Politicians and the media whip up a fear of asylum seekers, but only a few thousand are coming over a year,” he lamented. “Are we saying as a nation that we can’t handle this small number?”

The following day I met Gordon Thomson, formerly a Christmas Island councilor and now general secretary of the Union of Christmas Island Workers (UCIW). He was in his mid-fifties, with a cheeky grin and crazy white hair. He had been on the island for more than fifteen years, outstaying his wife and daughter, who had left years before. Gordon loved the place. He had always opposed the detention center and told me that it divided the island’s residents into two groups: the few who were benefiting, and the many who were not. He was having a row with Serco over improving the conditions for detention-center workers. He said they were a stingy bunch of managers.

Gordon drove me across the island. As we motored along the main shopping strip, where Christmas Island’s sole post office and bank were located, he explained the mix of Malay, Chinese, Thai, and Anglo people who lived here. Roughly 60 percent of the population was Chinese, 20 percent Malay, and the rest mainly Caucasian. Buddhism was the predominant religion. Before the reopening of the detention center in 2008, the island received around 2,000 tourists annually. But in the years since that number had declined to around 1,500.

The annual migration of the red crab was taking place, and as we headed out of town we saw countless crabs, large and small, scurrying across the road. It could be so dangerous for drivers that Parks Australia closed some roads at different times of the year. Most locals respected such directives, but a common complaint I heard during my visit was that Serco’s fly-in, fly-out (FIFO) officials often ignored them and ended up killing many crabs, fueling resentment towards the multinational.1

Gordon took me to a lookout point. It was a stunning view. There were beautiful booby birds and mountains and ocean all around me. Some 63 percent of Christmas Island was designated as national park. Another 14 percent was under a phosphate mining lease—an industry established in the 1890s. During my visit, mine workers were on strike over pay demands, causing tension in the community due to about 180 men not earning a wage. The miners were refusing to accept poor salaries at a time when two liters of milk cost $19.50, and while on-site DIBP officials each received an allowance of around $30,000 per year to cover such expenses.2 From the lookout, I saw signs of mining damage across Christmas Island’s pristine environment—large areas of excavated land and massive mounds of dirt.

Gordon next took me down a road framed by lush forest to show me the detention center, which was situated at North West Point, around seventeen kilometers from Flying Fish Cove. He pulled over to show me a winding path that led to a hilltop spot with a clear view of the detention center; with help from Phosphate Resources, DIBP had tried to block the entrance to the path with large piles of gravel. From beside the road, we glimpsed the center, which had a clinical look to it. Large satellite dishes dotted the grounds, and there were many signs reading “No Unauthorised People Past This Point.”

A few days later, I skirted the gravel mounds and hiked for fifteen minutes to the viewpoint. I was rewarded with a striking vision of the entire detention center as it glistened in the late afternoon sun. Situated near the ocean, it was accessible by one entry road. I saw a few people moving around inside the center. Its massive size surprised me. At its peak, the place had housed over 3,000 detainees, though at the time of writing it had between 100 and 200, as many had been transferred to the Australian mainland, with an uncertain future.

The voices of Christmas Island residents were rarely recorded because so few reporters make the journey out there, but my trip gave me the opportunity. When I attended a UCIW executive meeting, chaired by Gordon Thomson, I asked the attendees about their attitudes towards the detention center and Serco. There were twelve people in the fluorescent-lit room—eleven Asian men and one Indian woman.

Christmas Island shopkeepers were happy with the detention center, as food prices kept going up. Demand sometimes outstripped supply, but the FIFO workers had a lot of disposable income, so the shop owners could inflate prices accordingly. Everyone was also pleased that the new Serco roster had its employees staying for six- to twelve-month blocks on the island. “Short-term Serco staff have no sense of belonging on the island,” one man said.

The people at the meeting were mostly sympathetic to refugees. Their anger was directed more at the distant bureaucrats who were putting undue pressure on their island. They wanted more houses built for locals, for instance. They were also upset about the millions of dollars spent on the inquiry into the boat disaster in December 2010—money they believed would have been better spent on infrastructure. A young man told me that “when detention centers are built in remote areas, locals usually suffer, and hire cars, hotels, and better food are only easily obtained by fly-in, fly-out staff. The facility has killed off other industries for the island, like tourism, and Christmas Island’s image globally is of a prison.”3

Australia’s modern asylum-seeker network had a sordid history. Its status as a colonial nation that committed genocide against its Aboriginal people partly explains the fears of non-British outsiders. In August 2001, the Tampa, a Norwegian ship carrying 438 people, predominantly Hazara Afghans who had been rescued from a troubled fishing vessel in international waters, was refused entry into Australian waters by the military, and was eventually steered to the Pacific island of Nauru. This prompted the conservative John Howard government, in the days before the 9/11 attacks, to announce its Pacific Solution, whereby it would establish detention facilities on Christmas Island, Nauru, and Papua New Guinea’s Manus Island—offshore locations that would house refugees well away from the Australian mainland and the prying eyes of the public and media. A temporary detention facility was established on Christmas Island in late 2001 in an attempt to send the message that asylum seekers arriving on the Australian mainland would be processed offshore, not near population centers, and made to suffer long periods behind bars.4

This regime endured from 2001 to 2007. A new Labor government, initially stating that it would humanize and soften the system by closing offshore centers, reopened the Christmas Island facility in late 2008, and the whole Pacific Solution began again in 2012. The plan, which received bipartisan support in the Australian parliament, involved excluding countless islands from Australia’s migration zone, and using the Australian Navy to stop refugee-carrying boats. Asylum seekers were removed and processed in other countries, often waiting for years in poor conditions for their refugee status to be determined. In May 2013, the federal parliament legislated to remove the Australian mainland from its migration zone—meaning that all asylum seekers arriving on the mainland could be sent to offshore facilities in Nauru or Papua New Guinea. Both nations accepted facilities on their territories because Australia used the oldest form of persuasion in the book: heaps of money. In 2014, Cambodia, one of the poorest and most corrupt nations in Asia, was also bribed to take some refugees that Australia did not want.

Offshoring was an ingenious innovation that heralded an ominous development in mutated economics. It meant one less level of accountability to cooperate with regional partners known for graft and brutality. Papua New Guinea and Cambodia could not provide for their own citizens and refugees, let alone manage people Australia rejected. Sovereignty was skewed. When questioned about the problems inside the camps on Nauru and Manus Island, Australia falsely claimed that it was not their problem and suggested asking the officials of these “sovereign” states. Australia pulled the strings, multinationals made the money, and former colonial outposts were left with the problems (though they were handsomely rewarded for the imposition).

This did not bother Canberra. The opposite was true because, by restricting media access to the contested sites, both the government and privateers were able to work mostly without interruption. The system even inspired others. The United Nations announced in 2014 that it was considering establishing holding camps in Egypt, Libya, and Sudan to manage the huge influx of refugees into Europe. It was entirely unworkable, but it proved that Australia’s ruthless efficiency had friends in the most unusual places. The European Union in 2015, facing a huge increase in unwanted migrants, announced a military-style solution to the crisis, mirroring Australian policies.

Throughout this entire process in Australia, over two decades the amount of money being made by contractors soared. These were the perfect conditions for disaster capitalism to thrive. International companies such as Serco and G4S—multinationals with virtually no accountability in the Australian parliament—sold their competence to successive Australian governments, despite routinely failing to care for their staff or asylum seekers. Serco and G4S executives rarely appeared in the press or before government committees. While they lobbied behind the scenes for more work, they played no direct role in local Australian politics. This was typical of globalized corporate culture. Ultimate responsibility for breaches or abuses lay thousands of kilometers away in Britain—an arrangement that suited both the firms and the government.

It was a time of brutal politics and inhumane policies that were condemned by the United Nations and every reputable human rights group in the world. This period never ended. The UN Human Rights Council Commissioner, Jordanian prince Zeid Ra’ad Al-Hussein, slammed Australia in September 2014 for a “chain of human rights violations” and “arbitrary detention and possible torture following return to home countries.”

But the Pacific solution was not unpopular with the Australian public. After 9/11, boat arrivals were constantly framed as potential terrorists who needed to be treated with suspicion. Australians still nurtured this prejudice, milked by many commentators and politicians. A poll in early 2014 found that many Australians wanted harsher treatment against boat arrivals, because they did not believe the new arrivals were genuine refugees.5 In reality, the vast majority of asylum seekers arriving in Australia were found by immigration officials to be deserving of legal protection. In the 1970s there was anxiety about Vietnamese and Lebanese refugees fleeing war and persecution. In the twenty-first century it was Muslims and Tamil “terrorists” allegedly importing sharia law, division, and violence. G4S and Serco did not care about this race-baiting, though many of their staff racially abused people in their care. In many ways, privatization had no moral code, apart from making money; and if contracts were available, then the large companies felt obliged to bid for them.

Central to Australian immigration policy had been its association with the corporations that carried it out. Both major political parties, Labor and Liberal, supported outsourced detention centers, though the Labor party, nominally more progressive on some social issues, had occasionally expressed discomfort with it. It had been in effect, along with mandatory detention of refugees, since the 1990s. (Figures released in 2014 found that refugees were being kept in detention for an average of nine months—far longer than international standards allowed.)6

The Christmas Island detention center began to take shape when the Howard government’s minister for territories, Wilson Tuckey, arrived on the island in March 2002, and delivered the following news: “You’re going to get a new detention center and I’m not here to argue.” Regular environmental assessments were waived to get the project moving as fast as possible. In 2014 locals still complained about not being consulted about anything, including services and the hospital. “Sometimes we feel as though we are the forgotten island,” says Linda Cash, Christmas Island Tourism Association’s marketing manager.7 Christmas Island and the Cocos Islands were essentially colonies controlled by Australia. In the 1990s a casino brought riches to Christmas Island, but closed due to the Asian financial crisis. Some locals wanted it reopened. Boat arrivals had made at least ten people millionaires on Christmas Island—savvy beneficiaries of the detention business.8

Building commenced in 2006, and the facility was initiated with roughly 800 beds at a cost of $400 million. But the cost increased, and private contractors still had not completed all the work when John Howard was voted out of office in 2007. The center finally opened in 2008 under Labor’s watch. The government awarded Serco a contract in 2009 to manage all of Australia’s detention centers, for $370 million over five years. The boats started surging soon afterwards. DIBP heralded the company’s “strong alignment with the department’s values and the government’s directions in detention.” Serco maintained the contract in 2014, despite years of mismanagement. It was worth around $1 billion over five years—a huge increase, due to the far greater numbers of people the company had to manage.

The conservative Tony Abbott government, elected in 2013, pledged to “stop the boats,” and at the time of writing it had mostly succeeded, though at a high human cost.9 Operation Sovereign Borders was the Orwellian-named government program designed to implement the policy. Then immigration minister Scott Morrison, a practicing Christian, was given unprecedented powers to push asylum-seeker boats back into the sea, to block them from making refugee claims on dubious “character” grounds or in the name of “national interest,” with no oversight over the government’s decision-making process, and to deport people to nations with horrendous human rights records. His decisions were beyond review.10 He played God, and apparently enjoyed doing so. Afghans and Tamils, sent back to Afghanistan and Sri Lanka, were beaten and tortured, and sometimes simply disappeared. Morrison continued the Guantánamo Bay–style indefinite detention of dozens of asylum seekers, some of whom had been incarcerated for more than five years. None were allowed to know the reasons that ASIO, Australia’s intelligence service, was keeping them in detention.

Secrecy was central, with little information publicly released. When asylum seekers made the treacherous boat journey from Indonesia to Australia, Australian customs vessels apprehended unspecified numbers of them. Some were transferred to small orange lifeboats to be sent back to Indonesia in a “turnback” maneuver. They were cramped, and refugees alleged rough handling by Australian naval officers. Others were held below deck on customs vessels for long periods of time without seeing sunlight. Public outcry in Australia was muted. Outrage against the corporations working with the government to implement these policies was minimal. Their corporate names were only occasionally referenced in media reports, and that was the way they liked it—remaining almost invisible to the public, yet being integral to the government’s plans.

Australia exported a privatized culture to overseas detention centers. Serco had managed some facilities on the Cocos Islands, and G4S was initially given the contract to manage the site on Manus Island. Nauruans had been paid $4 per hour by the contractor Transfield Services to work at the center there—ten times less than the hourly rate received by Australian citizens employed in the same facility.11 Australian contractors had been enjoying Canberra’s decision to build permanent structures on Nauru to the tune of more than $70 million,12 though a visit by a journalist from Rupert Murdoch’s Australian newspaper in 2013 found very basic conditions. Serious allegations of sexual abuse, as well as threats of rape by guards at the center, continued to surface, and in September 2014 detainees’ self-harm soared. Female asylum seekers claimed they had to expose their bodies if they wanted to shower for longer than two minutes.13 This story caused no national scandal, and simply disappeared. A government-appointed review released in 2015 heard allegations from detainees on Nauru that private security staff had sexually exploited them, along with evidence showing the sexualization of children in the cramped, dirty conditions. Save the Children aid workers, present on Nauru, claimed the Abbott government knew about the sexual assault of detainees since 2014 but ignored them.

In 2004 I interviewed a Kuwait-born Palestinian, Aladdin Sisalem, when he was the sole detainee on Manus Island. He was clearly mentally traumatized by the experience. After Manus had been reopened, he condemned it as an island of lawlessness. “When you are there, you are worth nothing,” he said. “You are not protected by law.”14

The presence of asylum seekers had also brought irreversible changes to Manus Island itself. There was no local consultation. “We heard about it on the radio,” said political leader Nahau Rooney.15 When detainees protested their long-term detention and poor conditions on Manus in January 2015, after leaked official figures for 2014 found refugees being placed in medical isolation at a rate of nearly one a day, Australian Immigration Minister Peter Dutton thanked local authorities and Transfield for removing the “threat” of legitimate protest. No further mention was made of the company’s role, and journalists were still refused access to the site. The only images the media showed was footage shot surreptitiously by asylum seekers, revealing men who had sewn their lips together and passed out from being on hunger strike. Transfield made more money the longer the refugees remained behind bars. The company imposed a draconian policy on its staff working on Nauru and Manus Island, telling them they could be sacked depending on who followed them on social media or for being part of a group or party opposed to Australia’s refugee policies.16

Detention was costly for taxpayers. The figures contained in a DIBP brief for the federal government in 2010 revealed that offshore processing at Christmas Island was five times more expensive than holding refugees on the Australian mainland. The $471 million earmarked for this task included $109 million for “service delivery” and $358 million for “administration.” The brief showed that the government had arrived at these numbers by assuming that boat arrivals would slow down in the years after 2011.

The opposite occurred, however. Sixty-nine boats came in 2011, and at least 205 boats arrived in 2012, compared with 134 in 2010. By the end of 2012, the number of asylum seekers who had arrived in Australia by boat since Labor assumed office in 2007 was over 13,000—just shy of the number who had arrived during the entire twelve years of the Howard government. In May 2011, the Labor government publicly acknowledged that its previous costings were less than was needed, and that about $1 billion would need to be allocated in the mid-year budget.17

Of course, this money was “found” without additional public scrutiny. It seemed that no amount was too much for the Australian government to pay to process asylum seekers as far away from the mainland as possible. Australian journalist David Marr pithily wrote that undisguised racism lurked behind this willingness: “The budget for reassuring Australians is bottomless.”18

Australasian Correctional Management (ACM), owned by the US prison company Wackenhut, which previously managed at least six detention centers in Australia, revealed in 2000 that its annual turnover was $100 million, with an after-tax profit of $7.5 million.19 In 2010, Serco’s revenue was $369 million, and its aftertax profit was $40.5 million. The following year, this jumped to $756 million in revenue and a $59 million profit.20 In 2013 Serco’s revenue rose to $1.25 billion, and yet its 2013 financial statement showed a relatively stagnant profit. Results were murky, because G4S and Serco did not abide by Australian accounting rules. By 2014, Serco’s global position was faltering, its share price having crashed by a third. Happily, though, the firm’s Australian detention contract partially insulated them from disaster.

G4S was rolling in it, charging $74,792 per detainee per year on Manus Island. It was cheaper to place an asylum seeker in a room in the Sheraton hotel in Sydney than for one night on Manus under G4S control.21 Australian construction firm Decmil increased its contract to expand the Manus facility in 2014 from $137 million to $253 million.22 A source contracted to Decmil told me in 2015 that the company had bid to replace Transfield and Wilson Security on Manus Island and Nauru and wanted to apply a different, less aggressive approach. “We do not see the task as security, we see it as welfare and care,” my source said.

The scale of the growth of the private detention center industry had been massive. Countless companies and individuals were reaping the rewards, including charter airlines, a pub on Cocos Island providing temporary accommodation for asylum seekers, and construction firms. “Stopping the boats” had the potential to affect the bottom line negatively. Since 2003, four companies—G4S, Serco, Transfield, and Toll Holdings—had been given more than $5.6 billion in detention work.23 Overall, since 2007, contractors, including the Salvation Army and Canstruct, had won up to $10 billion in detention-related jobs.24

Transfield scored the massive $1.2 billion contract to run Nauru and Manus Island in 2014, after G4S had badly botched the work and was rightly blamed for a riot in February 2014 that led to the murder of Iranian refugee Reza Berati.25 No senior G4S staff were charged for the crime. Serious allegations of rape, abuse, and violence were commonplace at the center, one Australian officer labeling the facility a “horrendous chicken pen.”26 Guards locked asylum seekers in solitary confinement for days on end, without communication.27

“There was nothing like a crisis to stimulate a bit of change,” said former G4S head Nick Buckles in 2010. By “change,” he meant the privatization of services under the guise of efficiency and cost savings for the government. Buckles told an analysts’ meeting in March 2011 that losing a contract here or there was not such a big deal, because there were “a lot of outsourcing opportunities and not many competitors.”28 It was an unhealthy power balance. Richard Harding, who was Western Australia’s chief prison inspector for a decade, told the New York Times what was at the heart of the problem: “These global companies [like Serco] are more powerful than the governments they’re dealing with.”29

The mystique of these companies was enhanced by the almost complete absence of media appearances by their spokespeople, although they seemed unwilling to admit this. In a rare 2011 interview, then chief executive of Serco Asia-Pacific, David Campbell, remarked: “To be described as a secretive organization, I was completely gobsmacked.” He also told Perth Now that he was personally pained by the death of any asylum seekers, but they did “everything in our power to look after these people.” Referring to a recent Tamil death in detention, he asked, “Is it in our power for no one ever to pass away under those circumstances? Actually, no. It’s not in our power, we’re not God.”30

Yet secrecy was the hallmark of the system. In 2011 I co-wrote a story that leaked for the first time the 2009 contract between DIBP and Serco. Unauthorized media access to detention centers was shown to be a “critical” event, given the same status as a hostage situation, bomb threat, or death, while detainees’ clinical depression and voluntary starvation of under twenty-four hours’ duration were “minor” situations.31 Keeping tabs on the media was a high priority.32

Matthew J. Gibney, a political scientist at Oxford University, argued that the explosion of outsourced incarceration since the 1990s was politically driven: “When something goes wrong—a death, an escape—the government can blame it on a kind of market failure instead of an accountability failure.”33

It could be that the outsourcing of prisons and detention centers in Australia had also been influenced by its relationship with the United States. In 1988, a successful meeting took place between various Australian government officials and the leading US private prison company CCA. “The decision to go private was not precipitated by problems such as overcrowding, litigation, or lack of public funds,” wrote Australian professor Eileen Baldry, but the “client state nature of Australia’s relationship with the US,” which encouraged firms to seek contracts in Australia.34

It was another hot and humid day on Christmas Island, and I still hadn’t gained access to the detention facility. But I was about to talk to some of the detainees.

A few days earlier I had met Joan Kelleher, a sister who worked with the Christian aid organization Australian Mercy, and a resident of the island since March 2010. She was also a daily visitor to the refugees in detention. Sister Joan was a true humanitarian. She opposed mandatory detention and took asylum seekers with fragile mental states on brief excursions, for activities such as cooking and swimming. She told me that she oscillated between despair and inspiration, but unfortunately felt more of the former. Then she recalled a Tamil man who had been inside the detention center for twenty-six months—he had been granted refugee status but was waiting to receive security clearance. “I’m inspired by those who survive what this system throws at them,” she said. “And those who stay strong.”

Sister Joan then told me that she would be taking four Afghan Hazara refugees to the beach for a barbecue in a few days’ time and suggested I come along. I arrived to find the sister and the quartet of men wading barefoot in shallow water—one man dipped his entire body underwater, fully clothed. It was a beautiful day, and the color of the water alternated between green and blue. There were a few fishermen and some boats on the horizon, but little else. The men were aged in their thirties and forties, all married with children, their families still in Afghanistan and Pakistan. They had all been rejected for refugee status twice by DIBP and remained in limbo in Australia, claiming they would be injured or killed if they were sent home (bombings and attacks in 2013 and 2014 targeted the Hazara people in Quetta, Pakistan, where all the men had family). They appeared pleased to see me—a new person to talk with. Despite the grave threats to the Hazaras, Australia started sending refugees back to Afghanistan in 2014, some of whom were tortured by the Taliban on their return.35 Australian prime minister Tony Abbott said in 2015 that Iran should take back its citizens who failed to gain asylum in Australia, despite the grave risks faced by returnees.

The men collected rocks of different colors to send to their children. One man, Abdul, could not speak English, and he told me that he had been in detention for twenty-two months, in Darwin on the north coast of Australia and on Christmas Island. He took six different antidepressants daily. His left eye was bloodshot, and he showed me injuries on his body that he claimed had been inflicted by the Taliban. He smiled as we talked but said he was sad because of uncertainty about what would happen to him, and that he had never been given any definite information on his case—including a timeline of when it would be resolved—from either DIBP or Serco.

I talked to all the men, but with varying degrees of success because of language difficulties. They said they wanted to be allowed to live in community detention—a policy implemented by the Labor government in 2012 and deepened by the Abbott regime in 2014, permitting asylum seekers to live freely but in limbo under a “temporary protection visa” that expired after three years. It offered little security. Babies born in Australia were classified as “unauthorized maritime arrivals” and could not live in Australia, but were settled offshore. This system was better than being in a high-security prison, but it still left refugees in an emotional abyss. The men talked about the difficult existence of a detainee—the monotony of daily life, the lack of excursions or visitors, the humid weather. They told me that the boredom caused trauma. This was borne out by the facts: self-harm and attempted self-immolation had soared among asylum seekers in detention in 2013 and 2014, as shown in figures released in 2015.36

Refugee desperation was financially exploited at every level of the journey, from people smugglers taking refugees’ life-savings to corrupt officials needing to be bribed along the route. I knew many asylum seekers who recounted awful stories of harrowing boat journeys from Indonesia to Australia. People often drowned all around them. Arriving by boat in Australia did not end the nightmare, because new multinational actors entered the picture to atomize and privatize their lives. Everything and everyone had a monetary value. Spending months and years in a remote location, managed every day by a careless or racist guard employed by a private company, compounded the feeling of hopelessness. Tamils, Pakistanis, Afghans, and Iraqis, among others, moved from an authoritarian hell to a bureaucratic maze, in a nation they had wrongly assumed was fair and democratic.

I was walking back to my hotel when something out at sea attracted my attention, and I stopped at the exact spot from which Christmas Island’s residents watched helplessly in December 2010 as refugees drowned in heavy seas. I could see a clearly overcrowded boat on the horizon, and it was heading towards shore. Two large Australian ships and a few smaller vessels shadowed the boat. A few people gathered, to film and photograph the boat. Those around me, a mix of tourists and locals, were largely unsympathetic towards the incoming refugees. One said, “I bet they’ll find wads of cash in their pockets.” Two older couples said they were sick of so many boats arriving in Australia.

This had been a regular occurrence on the island until 2013, when boats largely stopped arriving, but it was the first time I had seen it. It was difficult not to feel sympathy for people who had sailed across dangerous waters to reach somewhere safe.

I went down to the jetty, where several dozen DIBP, Serco, police, and customs officials, as well as interpreters and ambulance staff, awaited the arrival of the refugees. A number of island residents and tourists were there too, mostly middle-aged or older. The ones I talked to all expressed opposition to refugees. They were “illegals” who might come and “take over,” like “what’s happening in parts of Europe.” One person said, “They should be pushed back to Indonesia, where they will be safe. Why are they coming to Australia? What if terrorists are on the boats? We have poverty here and people living in bad conditions on Christmas Island, but they come and are treated better than Australians.” I mentioned Serco and asked whether anyone cared that a private company was making money from greater numbers of refugee arrivals. One older man said he felt uncomfortable about it; a tourist was unaware of the fact.

The refugee boat stopped around 200 meters from the shore, and a speedboat raced out to meet it. After a short while, around fourteen refugees wearing life jackets were brought to the jetty, then more were brought ashore. I saw a woman in a wheelchair (I was later informed she was pregnant), an exceptionally tall man, a young girl, a woman wearing a hijab, and a teenage boy—all Middle Eastern in appearance. They were frisked and their bags collected.

There was something moving about this piece of theatre. I did not know the refugees or their stories, but after hearing little but demonization of them for years, the first contact between asylum seekers and the government struck me as a deeply human exchange. Sadly, the refugees were about to be politicized, privatized, and silenced by bureaucracy.

The process on the jetty looked orderly, and the various officials treated the asylum seekers with respect. I heard one woman near me say, “See how they always come with men and boys first, and then bring their families later?” As I walked back to my car, I started talking to a local Chinese man who was watching the proceedings. “They people, all bad Muslims,” he told me. I asked him how he knew they were Muslims. “I’ve heard they are, and they’re not like the others.”

Arriving back at my hotel, I saw an Australian ship alongside the refugee boat. The latter was to be set on fire and destroyed. I had been told the oil from such fires often floated to shore, damaging the coastline.

A businessman explained the economic logic of Serco managing Australia’s detention network. He had been employed by DIBP in 2006 to find a new contractor to run the system. This task continued until after the 2007 election of Labor prime minister Kevin Rudd, despite his party being officially opposed to privatized detention. My source, Clive (not his real name), who requested anonymity,37 was a supporter of Serco—after all, he had been involved in the company’s successful tender. But he attributed this partly to DIBP being “filled with incompetence and no accountability.” His search started with 400 firms who could possibly run the system, but it soon came down to a choice between Serco and Global Solutions Limited (GSL); no other corporations could handle the scope of the work.

DIBP believed that privatizing detention centers was one solution to the refugee issue—a way of processing asylum seekers away from the public gaze that also pleased politicians looking to isolate new arrivals. But it knew that GSL—which was bought by G4S in 2008—had a troubled record in dealing with asylum seekers. In 2006, the Howard government announced that it would not extend the GSL contract beyond 2007. It argued that the system needed to be retendered principally because countless reports had found that health and psychological services had been botched by the private firm.

The list of problems was long, both with the bungling immigration department and GSL. Two egregious cases caused huge controversy. Cornelia Rau had been unlawfully placed in detention in 2004 and 2005, while Vivian Alvarez Solon had been unlawfully deported to the Philippines in 2001, and officials had covered up the fact. In 2005 GSL was fined $500,000 for transporting five people in a van for hours without food, water, or toilet breaks. An auditor general’s 2005 report condemned the minimal health services provided in detention.38 The government capitulated to public pressure and dumped GSL, but left office in 2007 still committed to outsourcing. It was a PR exercise—keeping the same economic order while changing the public face of the service provider.

Serco was always going to be near the top of the pile, due to its extensive work with asylum seekers in Britain. But Clive said it won so easily simply because G4S had been a “disastrous contractor” for six years during the Howard and Rudd administrations. He also said that DIBP “knew it but kept on outsourcing more jobs to them.” This was the rewarding of failure because the alternatives, such as investing in publicly run services, were politically unpalatable.

Labor, when in opposition, had pledged to put the country’s detention centers back into public hands if it won office; this had been part of the party’s electoral platform during the 2007 election. But it reneged on this promise in 2009, when Prime Minister Kevin Rudd awarded a massive $370 million contract to Serco to run all seven detention centers in Australia. There were then only a few hundred refugees in detention. In 2015 the company ran many facilities across Australia (though other companies also managed aspects of incarceration).

Clive described to me how he had once met then Serco chief executive Christopher Hyman when he visited Australia. Hyman was “treated like royalty,” and he “made it clear that profit was king.”

Welcome to the world of cash for care.

Clive believed that Serco “should run all levels of immigration detention because they’re more efficient than the department.” He thought that private companies like Serco were keen to maintain their contracts with the government, and so were more responsive to demands for change if problems arose. He also said that privatization brought more transparency, “as does Serco,” but added that the company was “wary of speaking out about problems due to possible government fines.” This, he argued, guaranteed cover-ups, something I heard about during my visits to Curtin detention center in remote Western Australia and Christmas Island.

Nonetheless, Clive believed that Serco was doing “a terrific job under very difficult circumstances.” He chastised me for suggesting that Serco staff often mistreated refugees in their care and that remote centers ensured abuses because of the lack of necessary resources. “You seem to ignore the fact that decisions regarding where people in detention go [are] entirely the government’s,” he said. “A feature in the contract, which is very tightly controlled and was drawn up by the government, is the gag on public comment by Serco.” This cute comment ignored the fact that both parties in the agreement benefited from this silence.

Clive said that “no other organization, be it public or private, is better placed nor more capable of providing these services. That Serco continues in good faith to provide services, under extremely difficult circumstances that have been forced upon it by the government, speaks volumes for the organization’s integrity and commitment. Yes, they are making money on this service delivery, but the last time I checked they competed in an open market economy for the contract through a process designed by the Commonwealth, won it on merit, and are having to comply with some of the most onerous abatement regimes in place anywhere in the world. I know this because, as you know, I ran the early part of the tendering process and designed the service penalties regime.”

Clive argued that Serco should be held accountable for any breaches, including the alleged abuse of detainees and the treatment of vulnerable asylum seekers as if they were being warehoused in a high-security prison. But he blamed the government for mismanaging the large influx of asylum seekers that had put undue pressure on Serco. The company, he said, “would never back out of its contract because it would affect its global reputation.”

Clive concluded with an insight gained from countless conversations with DIBP: “The department would not, under any circumstances, want a return to delivery by public servants.” Government officials believed that Serco, with all its faults, was far preferable to an underfunded public service that would have to be more responsive to daily challenges, mainly because a private operator was a convenient scapegoat for systemic failures.

Another high-level source, who still worked for Serco, opened up to me in 2014 about his experiences in Australia, when he helped secure the 2009 immigration detention deal with Canberra. David (not his real name), who also requested anonymity because of the nature of his insights, said that his company’s vision was to transform the facilities into “administrative detention and not treat people like criminals in a prison.” But then, he told me, “the numbers of boats shot up, and basically we spent a year fire-fighting, trying to cope with the high numbers and the new [immigration detention centers], which were opened with very little notice. Frankly, both Serco and DIBP were overwhelmed, and, much to my personal disappointment, we were unable to implement fully the changes I wanted. I think Serco had some fault here. We should have said no to more, as we couldn’t operate them satisfactorily to our vision. However, as you can imagine, in a commercial company it is difficult to turn down work.”

I asked David about his “vision” for the immigration centers. “More recreation and activities,” he said, “less institutionalized buildings, more internal freedom of movement, and recruitment and training of staff with a social-care ethos rather than just security guards.” None of these benefits ever materialized in Australian facilities.

In 2013 a Serco source leaked a cache of internal documents to me that detailed massive price-gouging of the federal government by the multinational, extreme rates of self-harm among detained refugees across the country, the non-reporting of mistakes to avoid government abatements, and a work culture designed to ignore the rights of asylum seekers in order to maximize profit.

My contact, Sean (not his real name), who asked for anonymity due to the sensitivity of his revelations, had worked within senior Serco management in Canberra for a number of years. He told me that, when Serco had won the detention center contract in 2009, it was a relatively well-managed arrangement with the Immigration Department. The situation was “positive-values driven,” and public servants mostly seemed keen to assist asylum seekers and visa overstayers.

The policy of the Labor government at the time was that as few individuals as possible would spend significant time in detention. But the relationship between Serco and DIBP quickly deteriorated when the number of refugee boats began surging in 2010. Sean recalled being given only two days’ notice to open a new center—the company received the order on a Friday and was expected to prepare an existing but as-yet-unused facility by Sunday. The work was completed, for a hefty fee. Sean also revealed that Serco was given less than three months’ notice by Canberra that the Curtin detention center was to be reopened—a facility in the middle of a desert. He said that such short-term planning had become commonplace because successive federal immigration ministers were petrified of making decisions due to “complex politics around the issue … [They] didn’t want to announce new centers until the last minute.” The result was policy made on the run, and refugees’ living conditions were not a major factor in the government’s considerations.

Serco was occasionally asked by the federal government if it could manage the increasing number of detainees in its system. It always said yes, Sean told me, “because we’re in the human warehousing business.” (When he had complained about the ways in which asylum seekers were being treated, senior management had informed him that he was not “taking a corporate enough view.”) A senior official in the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet told Sean that the government regretted giving Serco a monopoly in the detention-center business, but that once more boats started arriving, Canberra decided it had no choice but to rely on Serco to manage the huge influx of people, despite the fact that the existing system had been designed for far fewer individuals.

The most serious charge Sean leveled against Serco was that the company was “playing the system” and “making a killing.” He explained that the firm “won’t spend money on anything that they’re not being paid for, such as assessing the relationship between the company and clients. There’s little to no oversight of this aspect. Serco has no desire to do so.”

Serco gamed the system so well that it was able to exploit the federal government’s mismanagement of immigration detention while providing the bare minimum of trained staff to manage asylum seekers. An internal Serco document revealed that, across the country, in every center, the rise in revenue was not met with an increase in hiring. Staff numbers remained relatively constant in 2011—less than the bare minimum required for decent care, Sean argued—despite boat arrivals increasing to over 4,500 people in the same year.

Sean confirmed what I have reported elsewhere in this book—that Serco training was minimal, and cultural training within the detention centers was “almost non-existent.” Racism among junior staff was common. He recalled an incident in 2010 in which a number of refugees staged a protest on the roof of Sydney’s Villawood Immigration Detention Centre. Serco had no negotiation experts on staff and no idea how to respond, so the situation escalated. To address this deficiency, the company brought in hostage negotiators from the UK to train local staff for all of one month. Another incident in 2012 saw Villawood staff using axes to try to get refugees down from the roof, but in the process they allowed the asylum seekers to get hold of objects that could be turned into weapons.

Years of damning human rights reports had done little to humanize the system. It was revealed in 2014 that hundreds of refugees were being placed in solitary confinement at Villawood by staff without appropriate qualifications. Some were being kept isolated for months on end.39 The standard of care inside detention was so poor that a call was made by doctors in 2014 to boycott working inside the facilities.40 The private company running all healthcare facilities in detention, International Health and Medical Services (IHMS), had made billions of dollars from offering substandard care. In an unprecedented move, the former chief psychiatrist for the company, Dr. Peter Young, spoke out in 2014 to condemn detention conditions as “inherently toxic.” He accused the process inside the facility of being akin to “torture” and said that “strong coercive pressure” had been applied to asylum seekers to abandon plans to settle in Australia. “Suffering is the way that’s achieved.”41

IHMS was dogged by scandal. A radiologist wanted in America on child sex charges was hired by the company to work on Christmas Island. Another doctor, an anesthetist, was hired despite having engaged in medical misconduct in Britain.42 Despite these breaches, officials pressured IHMS to be less sympathetic to detainees and comply with “government requirements”—principally, reduced standards of care.43

The mental health of detainees was another hugely significant problem. A DIBP document, in a section titled “Self-Harm Risk Assessment Interview,” provided only the most basic of instructions to staff, such as to ask how detainees were feeling. Sean said his company’s staff were mostly untrained and ill-prepared to manage such tasks. “If you have a pulse, you have a job at Serco,” he said.

Accurate figures on self-harm were rarely officially released to the public, but I obtained detailed Serco information about incidents that occurred between 2009 and early 2012. Although it was impossible to be sure that the figures were completely accurate, as a staff member had to note down an incident for it to be recorded, the numbers were shocking. From January 2011 to January 2012, when the number of people in detention fluctuated between 3,994 and 6,520, there were 2,974 “network incidents,” including what Serco called “actual,” “attempted,” or “threatened” events. According to the documents I saw, the vast majority of these incidents were only threatened. Little had changed by 2014, when rates of self-harm and violence soared on remote Manus Island. Many asylum seekers had sought financial compensation for mental and physical trauma after being dumped in these remote centers. Neither the government nor the private contractor were keen to take responsibility—a classic example of unaccountable outsourcing.44

Of course, it was not just refugees who suffered under this arrangement. The nature of Serco’s subcontractors’ work at Villawood Centre, in suburban Sydney, was highlighted when I was contacted by a number of guards employed by MSS Security in early 2011. I had written some articles about asylum seekers, without considering the pain and suffering of the staff working in extremely stressful situations among traumatized detainees. The guards’ stories were illuminating. I was moved by what I was told, despite the toxic language often used to describe refugees; racism was not unusual. These men and women had been thrown into a volatile detention center with only the barest minimum of training—a constant complaint was that no cultural training had been undertaken, which resulted in greater anger felt towards asylum seekers. The staff felt abandoned and believed the asylum seekers were being treated better than them. Guards on remote Christmas Island had suffered especially, one trying to take her own life, and others showing a high statistical risk of self-harm.45

John (not his real name) was a fifty-three-year-old former Scientologist who had worked for MSS Security for nearly fifteen years. He spoke in a soft drawl and seemed desperate to share his experiences with me—experiences that were later corroborated by other MSS guards. He revealed a litany of Serco failures during his time at Villawood, including inadequacies that persisted after Wilson Security acquired the contract for the center in 2011. (Wilson also won the contract to manage security for the Australian detention facility on Nauru, where evidence emerged in 2013 that several asylum seekers had attempted to hang themselves.46 The company was also caught up in unrest on Manus Island in 2015 and stood accused of assaulting protesting detainees.)

John said that his first job had been to monitor the outside fence. He alleged that Serco routinely saved money by not carrying out a proper assessment of the facility, which meant that people had escaped. John told me, “I had said there should be a risk analysis of the place, but nobody wanted to do so because you need to spend this much more to adhere to safety regulations.” John reported errors that had been committed by Serco, but each time the blame was shifted to MSS: “Whenever there was a bungle on their part, they blamed us.” He claimed that, during a protest at Villawood, “Serco didn’t respond for five hours, by which time eleven [detainees] had got onto the roof. Serco just didn’t want to confront the situation, therefore there was inaction for so long.”

Working conditions at Villawood were grim. There was plenty of evidence of asbestos at the site, and Liberal and Labor governments, ACM, Serco, and MSS had all pledged to clean it up. But John said he was disturbed at constantly seeing signs that read: “Danger: Asbestos.” In 2002, Villawood was declared safe from asbestos; but in 2006 the toxic substance was rediscovered, only for the site soon to be declared safe again. “Why were there still signs telling us about asbestos if there’s no danger?” John asked. I asked DIBP about these serious allegations, and they claimed that “extensive monitoring over a number of years has consistently found contaminants are well below the accepted levels for asbestos.”

The MSS guard’s attitude towards asylum seekers was negative. “I don’t know any refugees complaining about the conditions at Villawood,” he told me. “Many in maximum security aren’t refugees—they’re visa overstayers. Some come back to detention because they can’t afford life on the outside. Inside, they get three meals and free internet access.” In his opinion, the Australian Army should have managed detainees, because companies like Serco “baulk at a problem and remain eternally paranoid about losing the contract with the government, hence always blaming MSS.” He said this resulted in an aggressive culture, in which “MSS managers are paranoid” and “don’t really protest.”

John was appalled, for instance, when an MSS colleague was sacked at the end of a forty-degree day for complaining about the heat and for not working to his full capacity. “He had been in that heat for four hours,” he said. “I’ve been calling for more breaks in summer, because we can’t get out of the sun at all. It’s often twelve hours in the open with no shade. People looked sunburnt when coming off a shift. WorkCover [an Australia government system designed to protect workers’ health and safety] has said it’s a disgrace, but nobody is doing anything about it.” John concluded: “One day I was keeling over from the heat, and my supervisor said, ‘Where’s your tie?’”

Other MSS guards contacted me after John told them I would guarantee their anonymity—they feared retribution from their employer if they spoke out publicly. Sharon (not her real name) said that she resented all the benefits given to asylum seekers at Villawood: “They get free English classes, computer classes, hairstylist, dental, glasses, mental health, doctors, and hospitalization or operations as soon as required. Clients have internet access with no one looking at what is being accessed.” Sharon repeated a key complaint I had heard from other MSS workers: “Serco staff treat clients more as a buddy than inmates or detainees. Because of our legal system, it takes a long time to verify truth or lies … so if the clients do not like you they will make it very hard for you to work there. Clients have more rights, and they know their rights and play them to a T.”

After I had interviewed a number of MSS employees, I again approached DIBP and also Serco to get some answers. MSS failed to respond to multiple requests for comment. But once more I encountered the inadequate assumption of responsibility within a privatized system. A DIBP spokesman refused to email any responses and would only say over the phone: “Serco remain responsible for the subcontracted staff as they are for their own employees. It is a commercial decision for Serco on whether to engage a subcontractor to take up certain security tasks.”

Serco spokeswoman Emma Needham emailed me what was clearly a pro forma response: “We have a zero-harm policy in place to ensure every employee returns to their home unharmed. If there was evidence of a subcontractor failing to meet these required standards, they risk penalties or termination.” She did not answer my questions about the company’s responsibility towards MSS and its employees.

I had been hassling DIBP’s regional manager on Christmas Island, Scott Matheson, and he finally granted me access to the detention center on my last day on the island. But he told me that only one of the detainees I had listed on my application form, Hayatullah Mozafari, would see me. “You can’t bring a video camera, camera, or mobile phone, and because you’re a journalist not even a pen or paper,” Matheson added. At the time of writing, the Abbott government had officially allowed no journalists inside the Christmas Island facility since 2013.

As I pulled up in the detention center parking lot early in the morning, all that was visible was a large satellite dish next to the main reception, high fences in front of compounds reminiscent of a prison, and a collection of automated lockers in which Serco staff and visitors could stow their belongings. Two bulky MSS Security staff worked the reception desk, and I showed them my photo ID. There were Serco brochures “welcoming” visitors to the center. I signed in and went through an automated revolving door to find Matheson waiting for me. “I wanted to make sure you got in alright,” he said. He talked to me about recent boat arrivals and how the Australian Navy always gave asylum seekers proper life jackets when they were escorted to the island. I sensed Matheson was giving me special treatment, wanting to show me that the system could be friendly and approachable.

We walked down a path lined with fences and were met by Sally, a senior DIBP case manager who supervised the twenty assessors on Christmas Island. She was normally based in the country’s capital, Canberra, but regularly did stints in detention centers such as those at Sydney’s Villawood, Melbourne’s Maribyrnong, the remote Curtin in Western Australia—where I had seen 1,000 male refugees living in the middle of the Katherine desert on an old army base run by Serco—and Christmas Island. She had arrived on the island just after the March 2011 riots, when detainees had protested their incarceration. Sally and I walked through high-security doors and into an area where the “clients” had meetings with caseworkers and refugee assessors. The meeting room was clinically clean and furnished only with a single table and a few chairs. We sat down to talk.

Sally was doing the best she could in tough circumstances. She said she understood why people traveled to Australia by boat. She seemed to care about refugees and spoke at length about trying to process people quickly. She said things had greatly improved since the Howard years, that there was “better care and less punishment.” I asked about Serco, and she was full of praise for the company, saying they were “essential partners” because “the public service simply aren’t capable of handling security, intel gathering, and other services.” She said Serco staff were well trained and much better than those of previous contractors G4S and ACM. Sally argued that DIBP had the power to sack any Serco staff who were not behaving properly, such as when they treated refugees with disrespect. “This happens very rarely,” she told me.47

Sally said that most people who passed through the system were genuine refugees, and that processing times were getting shorter. I asked her how she could argue this when asylum seekers sometimes languished for two years behind bars. She remained adamant but conceded, “I wish it was faster, but the system simply can’t handle all the people here.” I asked if the arrival of more boats would strain the system even more. “Yes,” she said, “but we’re trying to keep less than 1,000 people here on Christmas Island.” She stated that the current number of asylum seekers was manageable and allowed refugees to be given more personal treatment; she worried about what would happen if they had to reinstitute the use of tents to manage an excess number of arrivals.48 Sally also claimed that DIBP and Serco offered refugees activities such as English classes, internet access, trips out of the center, and tailoring classes—though Sister Joan disputed that the authorities did much of this. In reality, there were endless negotiations in order to allow asylum seekers irregular visits to the public swimming pool, and the local cricket club had banned them in 2010.

I asked Sally if she supported the privatization of the detention system, and she replied that although “it isn’t perfect, contractors have to control certain aspects the government simply cannot.” Cannot or will not, I wondered. The idea of Canberra hiring and training more detention center staff was fanciful. Rather, it seemed there would be an ever-increasing reliance on Serco. Sally gave me the impression that DIBP and Serco were trying to address the negative public image of the system. She agreed with me, for instance, that when the media reported the arrival of a boat, it simply fueled a paranoia about, and hatred of, refugees in the wider community. “The media should be profiling the people in here,” she said, “and they’ll see that most of them are fleeing from persecution and coming [here] for a reason.” I presumed she knew how difficult her superiors made this process for the media.

Sally asked if I wanted to see Hayatullah in the meeting room or in the center’s courtyard. When I suggested the courtyard, in the hope of chatting with other detainees, she remembered that Thursday was “visa day,” and that the space would be crowded with people wanting to come and talk with me. She also said that the man I was visiting “won’t be getting a visa today, so it wouldn’t really be fair for him to see the others celebrating.”

Hayatullah, a Hazara man, finally arrived. He was one of the men I had seen on the beach with Sister Joan. He looked forlorn and barely made eye contact with me. I was told he was on anti-depressants and had trouble getting out of bed—this even happened when he knew he had a visitor. Hayatullah’s teeth were crooked and yellowed from smoking, and he had a small hunch, which caused him to lean forward and look down when talking.

Through a translator, Hayatullah told me he had been in detention for twenty-two months and still had no idea when his situation would change; he was awaiting a court date for a judicial review. I asked if he would consider returning to Afghanistan, or perhaps going to Pakistan, but he said there was nothing for him there. He recounted flatly that his fifteen-year-old son had recently been killed in Pakistan.

Hayatullah gave short answers, and I could tell his despair was sensed by the translator, though he did thank me for visiting: “It gives me some comfort.” I asked if the Hazara community in Australia had reached out in any way, but he said no one had made contact. He had become friends with other detainees on Christmas Island but told me: “Ultimately everybody was out for themselves and desperate to get refugee status.”

It was a difficult conversation. I tried to show empathy for his situation—I did not know his exact story or its validity, but I could see he was in a bad way. At one point, he said, “It won’t matter if I get out if I’ve gone crazy in here. It will make no difference on the outside.” Here was a man who had lost hope, and privatized detention had been a key factor in that process. He briefly smiled when I got up to leave, and I said I hoped to see him soon on the outside.49 He now lives in Darwin, in Australia’s Northern Territory.

Hayatullah had left Pakistan because of communal violence and a lack of opportunities. He believed that Australia would offer a refuge, with peace and jobs. His new home was not officially at war, but it had declared its opposition to any and all boat people (those many asylum seekers arriving by plane were conveniently ignored in the toxic debate). Income inequalities in Pakistan were endemic, with a tiny elite owning vast swathes of the country. This was a global problem, though the degree of disparity differed from country to country. Thousands of asylum seekers formed an underclass in Australia—the exact number was unknown, but it was in the tens of thousands—due to a lack of opportunities and housing, poor public funding, and isolation. It was not exactly the environment men such as Hayatullah would have imagined.

Sally walked with me to a fortified gate that led to an oval mostly comprising brown dirt. She said that it was greener when the rain was more frequent, after the height of summer had passed. The detainees played cricket and soccer later in the day, when it was cooler, but at 10:30 a.m. it was quiet. A refugee in a purple shirt sat silently beyond the gate, just watching. Serco and DIBP staff greeted each other as they passed near us.

Around the oval, Sally explained, were various compounds painted in different colors, the “most secure” painted yellow or white. She said that if the men behaved in the white compound, they were gradually moved to less secure areas. She suddenly looked at me and said, unprompted, that the detention center looked like a “maximum security prison, and it is.” She went on: “If it was built more recently it would be different, softer, less like a jail.”

I said to Sally that DIBP and Serco had done themselves no favors by not being more transparent about their activities. “We’ve been burnt too many times” by the media, she responded, mentioning a recent 60 Minutes TV story that featured aerial shots of the center obtained by a remote-controlled helicopter and the testimony of disgruntled former staff, their voices muffled. It aggravated everyone and distorted the reality of the Christmas Island detention center, she claimed. It was hard to have any sympathy, because DIBP and Serco had colluded to keep personal and moving stories from the public, citing the privacy concerns of refugees (something I also heard in the United States and Britain). It was revealed in 2015 that the Abbott government had reported journalists who critically investigated the situation of asylum seekers to the Australian Federal Police, aiming to uncover their sources—in particular, whistle-blowers.50

Australia is a first-world nation and should not have been blind to the reality of the current detention center system. There was no evidence that privatization had improved transparency or saved money.51 A study in Canada found that refugees living in the community cost the government around C$10 to C$12 per day; the cost of keeping an individual in privatized detention in Australia was at least $179 per day.52 The Community Assistance Program in Australia, which assisted vulnerable asylum seekers, cost around $38 per day; an equivalent program in mandatory detention cost $125.53 Imprisoning refugees behind bars had nothing to do with saving money and everything to do with keeping the problem hidden from the eyes and minds of urban Australians. Responsibility was kept at arm’s length to allow plausible deniability for governments, officials, and corporations. The result was the punishment of asylum seekers by governments that believed their electorates wanted them to be tough on boat arrivals. Sadly, with such widespread misinformation about the background and plight of asylum seekers, there was some truth to this assumption.

Resistance did emerge, however. In 2014, artists exhibiting in Sydney’s Biennale, Australia’s largest outdoor event, protested financial sponsorship by Transfield—a key contractor within the government’s detention policy. The initial response by the media, government, and many arts administrators was anger that allegedly ungrateful artists had dared raise ethical concerns in a political climate where arts funding was limited.54 But the campaign worked—the Biennale partially cut ties with Transfield, and the public had the chance to see a healthy debate over the role of companies trying to deflect scrutiny from its ugly but profitable work as “good corporate citizens.” It was one of the more successful attempts at challenging public inertia over the policy of privatizing the asylum system.

It was a real challenge for the media and politicians to investigate and monitor any corporation looking to turn a profit from managing vulnerable asylum seekers—a challenge that neither group had risen to. Serco, Transfield, and the federal government worked together with virtual impunity, and there were few consequences attached to their shared unaccountability. The idea of placing detention facilities in public hands was rarely raised in public debate, though the federal Green party advocated it.

After two decades of successive Australian administrations wanting the perceived problem of refugees to be managed away by private companies, it was time the country established a more open system that put the care of asylum seekers above profit.





Conclusion

Breaking the Spell


Somewhere along the way, capitalism reduced the idea of justice to mean just “human rights,” and the idea of dreaming of equality became blasphemous. We are not fighting to tinker with reforming a system that needs to be replaced.

Arundhati Roy, 2014



The History Channel described its reality-TV show Bamazon as “eight out-of-work Alabama construction workers locked in the fight of their lives, risking everything they’ve got on a long-shot chance to find gold in the Amazon jungle.” Set in Guyana in South America, the program featured “aggressive jaguars, venomous snakes, malarial mosquitoes, and countless miles of impenetrable mud.” One of the main characters, Tim Evans, explained how he and his US colleagues came to the Amazon every mining season to “take the gold.”

This was depoliticized entertainment that mainstreamed disaster capitalism for the sake of sensationalism and the ratings it would bring. All that mattered was the excitement of the chase, the broadcasting of a carnival of grime and grit to an audience who would learn nothing about why resource hunting could be so destructive. The History Channel, wrote environmental academics Nathan K. Lujan, Devin D. Bloom, and L. Cynthia Watson, “exploits habitats as a backdrop for glorified plunder.”1

Missing from the program was any mention of the human rights abuses committed by mining corporations against indigenous communities and the damage done to delicate ecosystems by the excessive pillaging of resources such as gold.2

TV cameras were not there to record this exploitation in the depths of Papua New Guinea, Afghanistan, Pakistan, or Haiti, or inside detention centers and prisons in Greece, the United States, Australia, and Britain. The predatory behavior of multinational executives, government officials, and complicit NGO staffers is the defining feature of what I record in this book: profit at any cost. The methods vary from country to country, but the strategy is the same: exaggerate a threat, man-made or natural, and let loose unaccountable private-sector contractors to exploit it.

If there is economic uncertainty, let foreign companies mine any available resource, and then sit back and watch as most of the money leaves the country. Make sure that wars, including those started for tenuous reasons, last as long as possible to ensure ongoing work for mercenaries, guards, and intelligence officials. Industries such as mining, construction, and security feed off each other. It is a global gravy train—when one country is sucked dry, it moves off to the next lucrative destination.

During a visit to Greece in 2013 to investigate the reality of extreme austerity and those workers resisting it, Canadian writer Naomi Klein issued a stark warning: “We really are in a midst of what I’ve come to think of as a final colonial pillage for the hardest to reach natural resources in some of the most beautiful protected parts of the world using some of the most dangerous and damaging extractive practices.”3

Nothing remains untouched. “The privatisation of everything,” writes Arundhai Roy, “has also meant the NGO-isation of everything.” She rightly celebrates the “remarkable, radical work” undertaken by many NGOs, as I show in this book, but questions “the corporation and foundation-endowed NGOs [as] global finance’s way of buying into resistance movements, literally like shareholders buy shares in companies, then try to control them from within.”4 The commodification of human rights, at a time when market forces are putting a monetary value on everything, requires us to be highly skeptical of agendas pushed by think-tanks, NGOs, and civil libertarians. Many do fine work, but many others advocate for the maintenance of American empire at the expense of the developing world. That we do not see or hear these groups daily does not mean we are doing no harm.

In light of the declining abilities and constricting self-interest of the Western corporate press, it is up to the individual—the citizen blogger and the Twitter and Facebook user—to document the effects of disaster capitalism, to provide what is missing from the mainstream media: a view from the ground.5 The challenge could not be greater; of the 175 largest economic entities in the world in 2011, including nations, 111 were multinational corporations.6

A Haitian villager now has the ability to connect quickly electronically with an activist in Sydney and inform her of a chemical spill at a mine. An Afghan blogger can describe to a worldwide audience the corruption of a government official. Awareness does not necessarily bring change, but it is the first, vital step in doing so. What we do with this information, living in nations with power, is our choice.

Reversing the trend of exploitative capitalism also means offering an alternative to its apparently seductive charms.7 This is an urgent challenge, I realize, when witnessing the ideology at work in places like Haiti, where industrial parks are promoted as the ultimate opportunity. The answer is not more outsourcing of services or privatization of resources. Listening to locals and empowering them is a better option. This means challenging the orthodox view that the West has all the answers.

There were countless times during my travels when I felt helpless, overwhelmed by the stories recounted to me. I often questioned the usefulness of journalism itself, keenly aware of the limitations of the medium to bring significant changes where they were needed. In particular, I was struck by how often people felt like slaves to an economic system over which they had no control. Financial consultant Satyajit Das writes that “the rule of extreme money is that everybody borrows, everybody saves, everybody is supposed to get wealthier. But only skilled insiders get richer, running and rigging the game.”8

This book uncovers these covert players, exposes their tactics, recognizes the financial, social, and political groups that have created this mess, and makes the case for change. But bringing this change requires first an acknowledgement of what we are fighting, and who we are. In his book The Divide: American Injustice in the Age of the Wealth Gap, Rolling Stone journalist Matt Taibbi argues that the problem begins at home: “We [Americans] have a profound hatred of the weak and poor, and a corresponding groveling terror before the rich and powerful, and we’re building a bureaucracy to match those feelings.”9 In copious detail, Taibbi shows how key instigators of the 2008 financial crisis have not just been spared jail time but have benefited and been protected, while untold millions of needy men and women are crunched through an unforgiving legal system. With a few exceptions, such as the Occupy movement, there has been no public protest movement to demand prosecutions for Wall Street fraud.

Taibbi goes to the heart of an economic, social, and legal system that underpins the abuses documented here and explains why they are allowed to happen. “We’re creating a dystopia,” he explains, “where the mania of the state isn’t secrecy or censorship but unfairness. Obsessed with success and wealth and despising failure and poverty, our society is systematically dividing the population into winners and losers, using institutions like courts to speed the process.”10 It is this carelessness and cruelty, amplified through the corporate media, that allows companies in the United States and globally to behave badly against the poor. Will we act to make them accountable? After all, many UK local councils are now wholly privatized, operated by companies with no knowledge about the regional area.11 It is a cold process that has unfolded without public consent.

The challenges remain profound. While former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, a key architect of today’s neoliberal destruction of the public sector, died in April 2013, mass privatization, market fundamentalism, and support for dictatorships friendly to the West, which were championed by her and like-minded capitalists, continue to thrive. Both main parties in British politics still subscribe to private contracting as a responsible way to manage the state. But opinion polling consistently shows that the British public much prefer services run by the public sector. The challenge is transforming that attitude into action.

Noam Chomsky, in a 2011 follow-up to his classic 1967 essay on the “responsibility of intellectuals,” explains what role we should take when fighting established power, and that we face the choice of either embracing or challenging it. “If we are serious about justice,” he writes, “we will focus our efforts where we share responsibility for what is being done.”12

It is essential that greater transparency is demanded from those institutions that create or perpetuate crises. This includes the organizations that run prisons for asylum seekers and those that undermine the autonomy and livelihoods of local peoples in pursuit of the resource dollar. It also includes those that sell questionable intelligence to US forces in the “war on terror.” They mask their greed with claims of helping the United States win its battle against terrorism, when it is obvious that patriotism and global stability are not behind their actions.

Resistance to predatory capitalism is occurring all over the world, enacted by affected communities in Haiti and Papua New Guinea, refugee activists in Australia, NGOs in Afghanistan, and the Syriza victory in Greece. There is increasing opposition to the fact that the West has become little more than a heavily fortified gated community, exploiting resources and people in its pursuit of increased profits and a self-serving notion of peace. A vision is evolving of how the world can be ordered differently, with true democracy thriving from the ground up. The ambition of developing collective solutions, with public and private interests reducing inequality, poverty, and disease, is not a Communist throwback to the twentieth century, but the prerequisite for a realistic and necessary future.

There are countless examples. Consider Hamburg, Germany’s second-largest city, voting in a 2013 referendum to take back control over the heating, electricity, and gas networks sold to private operators decades before. Municipalities in France and areas in Africa and Asia have ended the failed experiment in outsourced water.13 This was achieved by grassroots organizing, using evidence showing that cost savings and environmental sustainability would be better served by managed state ownership.

Let us never forget the humanity of the people and communities craving a more equitable world. It is too easy to erase personalities and talk instead only about dollars. I like the thinking of US writer Rebecca Solnit, who writes in her book A Paradise Built in Hell that the challenge for modern societies is to view humans as more than just consumers. She explains how disasters, while horrific, can bring communities together in ways that show the best of us all. “You can read recent history as a history of privatization,” she writes,


not just of the economy but also of society, as marketing and media shove imagination more and more towards private life and private satisfaction, as citizens are redefined as consumers, as public participation falters and with it any sense of collective or individual political power … Economic privatization is impossible without the privatization of desire and imagination that tells us we are not each other’s keeper.14



What I witnessed while researching this book was people struggling against overwhelming odds—the invisible, the unpeople, the undesired, the expendable, the broke, and the poor. Their battle is our battle, because it is our choice to hold our own companies and governments to account for making money from cruelty and exploitation. Disaster capitalism is the ideology of our age because we have allowed it to be. We can change it. A more equal economic system and truly representative democracy must be our goal.

Now is the time.
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