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Searing 
Pain
Aleppo, Syria—A boy 
cries next to the body 
of his brother, who 
died in an airstrike on 
the rebel-held neigh-
borhood of al-Souk-
our on April 27. The 
strike was part of a 
recent series of at-
tacks by forces loyal 
to President Bashar 
al-Assad that have 
killed more than 200 
people and shattered 
a cease-fire. The 
violence comes just 
weeks before peace 
talks between the 
Syrian government 
and the opposition 
are expected to re-
sume in Geneva. The 
U.S. State Depart-
ment denounced the 
attacks and called on 
Russia to pressure As-
sad to have his forces 
stand down.
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Trump 
Cards

Costa Mesa, Califor-
nia—Police face off 

against protesters 
displaying a variety 

of placards outside a 
Donald Trump cam-

paign rally in Orange 
County on April 28. 

Some protesters tried 
to flip over cars, in-

cluding a police cruis-
er. Costa Mesa police 

arrested as many as 
20 people and broke 

up the crowd. The 
incident came more 
than a month before 

California’s presiden-
tial primary and was 
the latest in a string 
of charged protests 

against Trump’s quest 
for the presidency.
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AJIT SOLANSKI

A Dry 
Heat

Ahmedabad, In-
dia—A man stands 

on a dry lakebed as 
workers remove dead 

fish on April 24. In 
India, El Niño has led 

to one of the worst 
droughts in decades. 
Hundreds have died 

due to the heat, 
and more than 300 

million people—a 
quarter of the coun-

try’s population—are 
grappling with severe 

water  shortages. 
Elsewhere, in 

Southeast Asia, from 
Thailand to Bangla-

desh, El Niño has led 
to a devastating heat 

wave that’s threat-
ened both livestock 

and crop yields. 
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Radiation 
Rehab

Minsk, Belarus—
Children affected by 
the meltdown at the 

Chernobyl nuclear 
power plant attend a 

physiotherapy session 
on April 25. Thirty 

years after the 1986 
disaster, many babies 

born in Chernobyl’s 
neighboring regions 

have birth defects 
and develop rare 

forms of cancer. A 
new concrete shield 

is scheduled to be in-
stalled this year over 

a reactor at the plant. 
The operation to dis-

mantle Chernobyl’s 
radioactive core is 
one of the world’s 

largest engineering 
projects and could 

take another 30 years. 
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IN THEIR TECHNO-THRILLER Ghost Fleet, 
authors Peter Singer and August Cole describe 
a cataclysmic world war that begins with a Chi-
nese sneak attack against the U.S. in space. First, 
soldiers at China’s Cyber Command Headquar-
ters in Shanghai hack into the Pentagon’s net-
work of GPS satellites and scramble their signals. 
The cyberattack sows chaos among U.S. forces, 
which can no longer navigate accurately, track 
targets or hit them with precision munitions. 

Then, from a space station orbiting 200 miles 
above Earth, Chinese astronauts train a laser 
gun on three dozen U.S. satellites the military 
relies upon for virtually all of its communica-
tions and critical surveillance. By the time the 
Chinese are done, America’s technological edge 
on this new, 21st-century battlefield has been 
reduced to the predigital levels of World War II. 

Such scenarios may read like science fiction, 
but the threat of what military experts call a 
“space Pearl Harbor”—a sneak attack on U.S. 
satellites that cripples American forces before 

a shot has been fired—has Pentagon planners 
seriously worried. Space is the ultimate high 
ground for today’s warriors, and no military has 
dominated those strategic heights as success-
fully as America’s. But its constellations of GPS, 
surveillance and communications satellites are 
largely undefended, a vulnerability that hasn’t 
escaped notice in China and Russia. The result: 
a new three-way space race—the first since the 
end of the Cold War, and one that now includes 
the development of weapons to knock out the 
other side’s space assets. 

“The U.S., China, Russia are all working on 
not just using space but also taking it away from 
the other side,” Singer, a military strategist at 
the New America Foundation, a Washington, 
D.C., think tank, tells Newsweek.

Chinese President Xi Jinping paid a high- 
profile visit last month to air force headquar-
ters in Beijing, where he ordered his generals to 
sharpen the country’s defensive and offensive 
capabilities in space in preparation for what 

PEARL HARBOR IN OUTER SPACE
Forget ISIS—a Chinese or Russian  
attack on U.S. satellites could win  
a war before anyone fires a shot

BY  
JONATHAN BRODER

 @JonathanBroder1
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IN SPACE, NO ONE 

CAN HEAR YOU 
SCHEME: China 

already has mis-
siles that can take 

out U.S. military 
early-warning 
satellites, and 

it is working on 
extending their 
missiles’ range.
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 Secretary Robert Work. “As a result, our margin 
of technological superiority is slowly eroding.”

Today, Beijing and Moscow can no longer be 
ignored. With their ability to deny, disrupt and 
degrade America’s hard-to-defend satellites, 
warns Lieutenant General David Buck, com-
mander of the 14th Air Force, “there isn’t a single 
aspect of our space architecture that isn’t at risk.”

MISSILES, LASERS AND SPACE BOTS
Last December, the U.S. Air Force Space Com-
mand in Colorado Springs held a large-scale 
war game set in outer space in 2025. Some 200 
U.S. military and civilian experts, as well as rep-
resentatives from Britain, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand, took part. The details remain 
highly classified, as does the U.S. military’s 
arsenal of space weapons. But the Space Com-
mand said the exercise “included full-spectrum 
threats across diverse operating environments.” 
Translation: The participants had to deal with 
all the known dangers to U.S. satellites, plus a 
few that are suspected to exist. 

The known threats include Chinese ballis-
tic missiles that can hit U.S. satellites in low 
Earth orbit about 500 miles up and possibly 
those in high geostationary orbits some 22,000 
miles above the Earth. China and Russia also 
have ground-based lasers that can blind the 
camera on a reconnaissance satellite or burn 
up the spacecraft altogether, and experts say Q
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many Chinese military analysts 
believe is an inevitable war in space 
with the U.S. Like the U.S. and Rus-
sia, China has sent astronauts into 
space and landed a spacecraft on 
the moon, and it is developing its 
own space station. The Pentagon 
also notes that Beijing continues 
to ramp up its military capabilities 
in space, launching 142 satellites 
to provide intelligence, navigation, 
communications and weather fore-
casting that can “limit or prevent 
the use of space-based assets by 
adversaries during times of crisis 
or conflict.”  

A war in space would have stag-
gering implications. If conflict were 
to erupt, say, over China’s territo-
rial claims to the South China Sea 
or Russia’s aggression in Eastern 
Europe, America’s military satel-
lites wouldn’t be the only space 
assets at risk. Fighting would also 
likely cripple the civilian satellites 
that control so much of modern life, 
from cellphone networks to ATMs and personal 
GPS units. And although such a conflict might 
start in space, experts say it could easily turn 
into full-scale war on Earth. “If war does extend 
into space someday—and I hope it never does—
the first [nuclear] response is not going to be in 
space,” warns General John Hyten, head of the 
U.S. Air Force Space Command. 

This year, the Pentagon will spend $2 billion 
on measures to counter threats to its national 
security satellites. That amount is expected to 
soar as part of the $22 billion set aside to main-
tain U.S. superiority in space in 2017. Senior 
U.S. officials explain such large investments 
reflect the Pentagon’s recognition of a major 
shift in U.S., Chinese and Russian capabilities. 
For the first 25 years after the Cold War’s end, 
they note, America’s conventional forces were 
unmatched, thanks largely to the advantages 
their satellites gave them on the battlefield. 
Making their debut in the 1991 Persian Gulf 
war, satellites have guided American precision 
munitions, provided U.S. commanders with 
worldwide communications and helped Amer-
ican forces navigate the globe ever since. 

But over the past 15 years, a period in which 
U.S. defense dollars were diverted to pay for 
the wars in the Middle East, China and Russia 
have developed advanced weapons that “chal-
lenge our advantages...especially in cyber, elec-
tronic warfare and space,” says Deputy Defense 

+ 
SHOOT FOR THE 
MOON: Chinese 
military analysts 
believe a war in 
space with the U.S. 
is inevitable.
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 spacecraft-mounted lasers are just a few years 
away. Moscow and Beijing are also believed to 
be developing satellites that can disable, bump 
off course or destroy other satellites. 

Any combat in space also would involve 
cyberattacks like the one in 2011, when a Roma-
nian hacker gained access to NASA’s confi-
dential satellite data. Three years later, U.S. 
officials say, China hacked the satellite network 
of the National Oceanographic and Atmo-
spheric Administration, the nation’s weather 
forecaster, forcing it to shut down for two days. 
The penetration exposed a dangerous vulner-
ability: In a scenario similar to the one Singer 
and Cole describe in their novel, hackers could 
reprogram a U.S. satellite to send false weather 
reports, coordinates and other disinformation 
to American and allied forces, throwing off 
planning, navigation and targeting. Singer, who 
serves as a consultant to the Air Force Space 
Command and the U.S. intelligence commu-
nity, says satellite hackers could even redirect a 
U.S. missile to strike its own forces or alter the 
course of the satellite. 

This isn’t the first time that military planners 
have worried about the threat of war in space. 
In the years following the Soviet Union’s 1957 
launch of Sputnik, the first man-made satellite, 
the U.S., fearing a Soviet nuclear attack from 
space, began exploring ways to shoot down sat-
ellites. The U.S. military also conducted a series 
of nuclear tests in space. One, carried out some 
250 miles above the South Pacific in 1962, gen-
erated an electromagnetic pulse so powerful 
that it fried the electronics of five U.S. satellites 
and caused power, telephone and radio black-
outs thousands of miles away. The tests were 
stopped in 1967 under the U.N.’s Outer Space 
Treaty, which banned placing weapons of mass 
destruction in space. 

For the remainder of the Cold War, pow-
erful surveillance satellites became the key 
component in U.S. and Soviet early-warning 
systems to detect preparations for a nuclear 
test or a missile launch. But that didn’t stop 
the rival superpowers from figuring out ways 
to grab an advantage in space. The Soviets 
developed the space equivalent of a suicide car 
bomb—an unmanned vehicle that could sidle 
up to an orbiting U.S. satellite and then blow 
up beside it. In the 1980s, President Ronald 
Reagan launched his multibillion-dollar Stra-
tegic Defense Initiative, derisively nicknamed 
Star Wars, which called for a combination of 
ground-based interceptors and space-based 
lasers to shield the United States from a Soviet 
nuclear ballistic missile attack. In 1985, Reagan 

demonstrated U.S. prowess when an Air Force 
F-15 fighter flying at 38,000 feet launched a 
missile that destroyed a faltering U.S. satellite. 

Yet the U.S. and Soviet Union never fought in 
space. That’s because each side knew the other 
regarded its early-warning satellites as a critical 
component of its nuclear arsenal, U.S. officials 
say. Any strike against the other’s satellites 
would be seen as the opening shot in a nuclear 
attack, triggering immediate nuclear retalia-
tion. “Both we and the Soviets understood the 
red lines in terms of attacks on space systems 
that we dared not cross,” says Work, the deputy 
defense secretary. 

But after the end of the Cold War, in 1991, the 
situation in space grew far more complicated. 
Some 60 other countries eventually joined 
the U.S. and Russia in space, contributing to a 
wreath of an estimated 1,100 satellites circling 

the globe. Meanwhile, U.S. forces became ever 
more dependent on their satellites—not only for 
nuclear early warning but also for conventional 
military requirements such as communications, 
weather reports and navigation. The Pentagon, 
however, spent little time thinking about how 
to protect them. The military leaders of the 
world’s sole superpower came to regard space 
as an American sanctuary, and both personnel 
and budgets were shifted to other priorities. 
“Our adversaries noticed all that,” says Singer.

SURVIVING AN ATTACK
Suspicions that China was developing anti- 
satellite weapons arose in January 2007, when 
Beijing fired a missile that hit one of its own 
aging weather satellites in low Earth orbit. Then, 
in 2013, China tested a missile that climbed to 
18,000 miles—high enough to take out U.S. 

SPACE IS THE ULTIMATE  
HIGH GROUND FOR  
TODAY’S WARRIORS. 
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 add-ons became commonplace back when space 
was uncontested and the military’s main concern 
was getting the most bang for its buck with each 
expensive satellite launch. But with these multi-
tasking satellites presenting such juicy targets to 
U.S. adversaries, Pentagon officials say, it might 
make more sense to spread their capabilities 
around on smaller, less expensive satellites—an 
approach they call disaggregation. 

“The changing nature of the threats in space, 
namely anti-satellite weapons and jammers 
being developed by countries such as China and 
Russia, are driving some of the thinking,” Frank 
Kendall, the Pentagon’s top weapons buyer, told 
a Washington gathering of space businesspeo-
ple in February.

As the Pentagon explores new ways to protect 
its satellites, America’s fallback policy remains 
deterrence by threat of retaliation. Depending 
on which satellites are attacked, the U.S. could 
confine itself to taking out the enemy’s equiva-
lent satellites. But if China or Russia destroyed 
the Pentagon’s nuclear early-warning and 
 strategic communications satellites, military 
strategists say, it’s unlikely the U.S. response 
would stay in space. 

“We would interpret such an attack as going to 
war against us,” says Singer. Under this scenario, 
commercial satellites, along with the Earth’s 

space-based civilian infrastructure, would prob-
ably be destroyed. “War in space would very 
quickly involve the civilian world,” he says.

Such scenes play out in Ghost Fleet, which 
is now required reading for military planners 
in the U.S. Space Command, as well as in the 
Army, Navy, Marines and CIA. Singer recently 
testified before Congress and briefed White 
House National Security Council staff on the 
real-world lessons of his thriller, which contains 
400 footnotes based on the space weaponry 
and battle plans of the United States, China 
and Russia. “It’s a novel, but it’s a realistic look 
at how a war might play out when we lose the 
opening battle in space,” Singer says, adding: 
“Let’s hope it stays in the realm of fiction.” 

GPS satellites and nearly reaching the military’s 
 early-warning satellites that hang in geostation-
ary orbit 22,000 miles above the Earth. China is 
believed to have conducted similar tests in 2010, 
2014 and 2015, leading Pentagon planners to con-
clude it will deploy these missiles, placing U.S. 
space systems under constant threat. “You don’t 
have a seven-year development plan if you’re 
not going to make it operational,” Hyten, the Air 
Force Space Command chief, said last year.

Meanwhile, lingering suspicions about Rus-
sia’s newest space weapons center on its launch 
of four military satellites in 2013 and 2014. 
According to Brian Weeden, a former Air Force 
captain specializing in space surveillance, three 
of those satellites have changed orbits several 
times. They moved close to a Russian space-
craft and even collided with it. The fourth 
satellite maneuvered close to several newly 
launched Russian satellites and also came very 
close to two Intelsat commercial communica-
tions satellites. Some experts question whether 
the satellites have offensive capabilities, but 
Weeden has no doubts. “They’re ASATS,” he 
tells Newsweek, using the military abbreviation 
for anti-satellite weapons.

U.S. military planners are now debating how 
to protect the country’s military satellites and 
maintain the flow of information from space if 
some of those satellites are taken out in a con-
flict. The Pentagon is stressing the idea of resil-
iency, broadening the use of defenses already 
on some of the military’s latest satellites. They 
range from adding a thick shutter to a spy satel-
lite’s camera for protection against a laser attack 
to boosting a satellite’s signals to prevent jam-
ming. Other methods include frequency hop-
ping, which enables satellites to transmit data 
on alternative frequencies if some are jammed. 
The military also has diversified its information 
sources by acquiring data from neutral coun-
tries and commercial satellites.

Military officials are now seeking alternatives 
to GPS navigation. They’re also taking a hard look 
at two multibillion-dollar programs for satellites 
that are critical for the country’s strategic nuclear 
defenses but also sport conventional commu-
nications and surveillance capabilities. Such 

 “OUR MARGIN OF  
TECHNOLOGICAL  
SUPERIORITY IS  
SLOWLY ERODING.”



17NEWSWEEK 0 5 / 1 3 / 2 0 1 6

Days 
Beyoncé’s 

LEMONADE 
was exclusive 

to Tidal

TWO 

NUMBERS

Days Kanye 
West’s LIFE 
OF PABLO 

was exclusive 
to Tidal

TIDAL HAS HOSTED 2016’S BIGGEST HITS, BUT WHAT DOES ‘EXCLUSIVE’ REALLY MEAN?

Have you heard Beyoncé’s 
new album? It’s the big-
gest thing on Tidal. What 
about Drake’s Views? 
Don’t look for it on Spoti-
fy—it was dropped as an 
Apple Music exclusive.

A generation ago, you 
could find all of the big-
gest pop albums at a re-
cord store. In the stream-
ing era, exclusivity rules 
the day, and Tidal—Jay 
Z’s embattled subscrip-
tion-based service—is 
setting the trend. The 
streaming company has 
positioned itself as a play-
ground for 2016’s most 
elite pop and hip-hop re-
leases. In February, when 
Kanye West unveiled his 
long-awaited The Life of 

Pablo, he put it on Tidal. 
On February 15, he made a 
characteristically extreme 
proclamation. “My album 
will never never never 
be on Apple,” the rapper 
tweeted. “And it will never 
be for sale.… You can only 
get it on Tidal.”

But Ye was bluffing. A 
revised version of Pablo 
landed on Spotify, Apple 
Music and Google Play 
at the beginning of April, 
47 days after its initial 
release. And when Be-
yoncé’s new visual album, 
Lemonade, appeared 
on Tidal on April 23, the 
exclusivity period was 
much shorter: 24 hours. 
Lemonade’s strongest 
tracks, including “Hold 

Up” and “Sorry,” have 
been widely interpreted 
as digs at the marital in-
fidelities of her husband, 
Jay Z. But the real blow to 
Jay came a day later, when 
Beyoncé—who is a part 
owner in Tidal—made 
her album available on 
iTunes. (Make that 100 
problems?)

One Kanye West fan, 
Justin Baker-Rhett, was 
pissed enough to file 
a class-action lawsuit 
against the rapper, con-
tending that West fraud-
ulently tricked millions 
into paying for Tidal 
subscriptions by claiming 
Life of Pablo wouldn’t be 
available elsewhere. 

Tidal, meanwhile, has 

benefited from name rec-
ognition. The company 
declined to give Newsweek 
specific figures, but sub-
scriptions reportedly 
more than doubled in the 
weeks after Life of Pablo. 

The service received 
another unplanned boost 
when Prince died on 
April 21. The pop star had 
removed his music from 
most streaming services 
in 2015, so fans rushed to 
Tidal, where his catalog 
resides. Don’t call it an 
exclusive, though: Unlike 
The Life of Pablo, Purple 
Rain is pretty easy to find 
in your parents’ record 
collection. 

SOURCE: TIDAL

The Turning Tidal
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RUSSIAN PRESIDENT Vladimir Putin’s annual 
“direct line” conversation with the nation was 
still going strong when the joking began on social 
media. “Question: ‘Everyone has had to make 
cuts to their household budgets recently. What 
have you cut spending on?’ Putin: ‘On you lot,’” 
wrote one Twitter user, in a parody of the presi-
dent’s apparent lack of empathy with millions of 
ordinary Russians who are suffering as a result of 
the country’s tanking economy.

Others posted doctored photographs of a young 
woman from the Siberian city of Omsk, who called 
into April’s televised presidential Q&A session 
to quiz Putin on why the roads in her hometown 
were in such a pitiful condition. “She’s having a 
tough time right now,” went one Twitter meme, 
accompanied by a Photoshopped image of the 
woman being buried alive in hot asphalt.

Russians have always laughed at their lead-
ers, from the luboks—the colorful satirical prints 
or etchings sold at markets from the late 17th 
century on—to the politically charged jokes 
whispered in kitchens across the Soviet Union. 
(Example: “Would it be possible to introduce 
Communism to the United States?” “Yes, but 
then where would we get our grain from?”) 
Political humor continued unabated in post-So-
viet Russia under President Boris Yeltsin—only 
now, in the new spirit of openness, it was on 
prime-time TV.

But when Putin came to power in 2000, one 
of his first targets was an independent television 
channel called NTV. Renowned for its uncom-

promising coverage of the Chechen war, NTV 
also aired a popular political satire show called 
Kukly (Puppets). The program featured grotesque 
latex puppets of high-profile figures, including 
Russia’s new president. In Kukly’s most infa-
mous episode, broadcast in January 2000, Putin 
was depicted as an evil, infant gnome muttering 
the kind of earthy expressions that had built up 
his tough-guy persona. Putin was reportedly 
furious, and the removal of his puppet was one 
of the conditions required by Kremlin aides for 
the TV channel’s survival. NTV refused to com-
ply, and within months the channel was under 
state control. Putin jokes quickly vanished from 
Russia’s television screens. 

It wasn’t until about a decade later, with the 
explosion of high-speed internet in Russia’s 
major cities, that political satire made a come-
back. Anti-government humor was a linchpin of 
the online communities that emerged in Russia 
in the run-up to the disputed 2011 parliamen-
tary elections, which sparked the biggest street 
protests of Putin’s long rule. One opposition 
Twitter account, @KermlinRussia, launched 
in 2010, has gained 1.5 million followers with 
its merciless mockery of Putin and other gov-
ernment officials. “Putin hasn’t stolen a kopek. 
What does he need kopeks for?” is one typical 
@KermlinRussia tweet. “In reply to the accusa-
tion that there are no new faces in politics: Putin 
has had plastic surgery” is another.  

But as the Kremlin’s clampdown on dissent 
has accelerated and traditional forms of protest 

RAZZ PUTIN
Political satire is thriving in Russia  
because many Russians aren’t

BY  
MARC BENNETTS

 @marcbennetts1
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have become more dangerous, political satire 
is moving into the streets. From Moscow to 
 Siberia, Russia’s beleaguered opposition move-
ment is fighting state oppression and censor-
ship with a biting and often bleak humor.

In recent months, the opposition has taken 
to plastering bus stop shelters in Moscow with 
sharply comical anti-government posters. The 
posters are quickly taken down, but images of 
them rapidly go viral on social media, spreading 
their messages far beyond the few hundred peo-

NIGHT OF THE 
HUNTER: Putin as 
the main character 
in Fear and Loath-
ing in Las Vegas is 
a dig at the gov-
ernment’s silence 
about the plunder-
ing of Russia by his 
inner circle. 
+

ple who may have seen them in real life.
“What Panama?” read one such poster in 

early April, after the Panama Papers leaks had 
implicated a number of Putin’s close associates 
in a suspected $2 billion money-laundering 
scheme. Depicting Putin smoking a cigarette 
and wearing a white hat, à la Johnny Depp in 
the cult Hollywood film Fear and Loathing in Las 
Vegas, the poster was a none-too-subtle dig at 
state media’s near silence on the alleged plun-
dering of Russia’s national wealth by Putin’s 
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inner circle. It appeared just weeks after another 
much-discussed poster had greeted passers-by 
with an image of Josef Stalin’s death mask and 
the provocative words “That one died. This one 
will too.” No one has taken responsibility for 
either poster.

“These posters are one of the few remaining 
ways to publicly express discontent without 
getting immediately hauled off to jail,” says 
Yevgeny Levkovich, an anti-Kremlin activ-
ist. Levkovich was involved in the creation of 
another poster that went up around Moscow 
on the eve of Putin’s annual news conference 
in December. A mock advertisement for a ficti-
tious pop music concert starring Russia’s long-
time leader, it featured a list of “hits”—in reality 
a litany of Putin’s broken promises on the econ-
omy and social issues.

“There is no legitimate parliament, no right 
to take to the streets and no independent 
courts. In these circumstances, laughter is the 
only means we have to highlight problems in 
our society,” says Viktor Shenderovich, a well-
known satirist and opposition activist. “But 
satire alone cannot bring about regime change, 
and so this is a very bitter laughter.”

Roman Roslovtsev is another Kremlin foe 
using elements of political satire to highlight 
injustice. In mid-April, Newsweek watched as he 
slipped on a rubber Putin mask 
and strode purposefully through 
the heart of historic Moscow. In 
his hands was a sign expressing 
his opposition to a new law that 
stipulates up to five years in jail 
for anyone repeatedly detained 
on protest-related charges.

As Roslovtsev approached Red 
Square, a smiling passer-by posed 
for a selfie with him, while other 
curious onlookers quizzed him on 
his motivations for this unusual and brazen show 
of dissent. It wasn’t all smiles, though. Within 
minutes, two grim-faced police officers halted 
Roslovtsev, and after a brief document check, 
he was driven off to a nearby police station. This 
was the seventh time he had been arrested while 
demonstrating in a Putin mask in just six months.

“I’m trying to prove how utterly absurd this 
new law is,” Roslovtsev told Newsweek after 
he was released from police custody pend-
ing a court appearance. “It will be extremely 
embarrassing for the authorities if they have to 
imprison me for wearing a Putin mask in central 
Moscow.” Indeed, perhaps wary of the adverse 
publicity that jailing “Putin” would bring, the 
authorities have so far merely charged Roslovt-

sev with a far less serious public order offense.
The humor isn’t always overtly political. In 

Novosibirsk, in Siberia, Artyom Loskutov, an 
artist and opposition activist, has been staging 
so-called monstration rallies for over a decade. 
They involve up to 5,000 people, and participants 
at these parodies of protest dress up in strange 
costumes and hold up signs with such nonsen-
sical slogans as “Oatmeal is evil” and “There 
will be no carnival!” Occasionally, however, the 
slogans have clearly been influenced by current 
events. In 2014, a large banner at the rally read, 
“Hell is ours!”—a parody of the “Crimea is ours!” 
slogan that became popular among pro-Krem-
lin activists after Russia’s annexation of the 
Ukrainian peninsula. Some participants have 
simply held up mirrors to reflect what they say is 
the often bizarre reality of Putin’s Russia.

But the authorities don’t appreciate the jokes. 
This celebration of the absurd has come under 

increasing pressure. Last year, Loskutov was 
briefly jailed after holding his monstration rally 
without official permission. This year, Vladimir 
Zhirinovsky, a nationalist politician who often 
gives voice to the Kremlin’s opinions, accused 
participants of being part of a Western-funded 
plot to overthrow the government.

For some opposition figures, it is becoming 
harder and harder to find humor in modern-day 
Russia, especially after Putin’s war in Ukraine and 
the killing of opposition leader Boris Nemtsov just 
over a year ago. “It’s pretty difficult to joke when 
they have started to kill people,” says Arseny 
Bobrovsky, one of the co-founders of the @Ker-
mlinRussia Twitter account. “There are some 
things it’s almost impossible to laugh about.” 

 “IN REPLY TO THE ACCUSATION 
THAT THERE ARE NO NEW 
FACES IN POLITICS: PUTIN HAS 
HAD PLASTIC SURGERY.”
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NICOLE KISSANE and Joseph Buddenberg spray-
painted killer in red on the front of Furs by Graf 
in San Diego, glued the locks and sprayed smelly 
butyric acid into the store. The animal rights 
activists then walked to the home of the store’s 
elderly owners, where they spray-painted animal 
murderer in red on an old RV and poured muriatic 
acid on the driveway to stain the concrete. 

About a week after the vandalism in July 2013, a 
website called DirectAction.info posted an anon-
ymous dispatch. “In the early morning hours of 
July 16, 2013, anarchists in San Diego took action 
on behalf of the millions of fur-bearing animals 
who are trapped, enslaved and killed to sustain 
the global fur industry.... These actions were 
taken to vocalize the cries of the millions of wild 
beings yearning for freedom. This is in vain unless 
it inspires others to liberate and sabotage. Every 
fur farm prisoner deserves a jail break.”

Later that month, Kissane and Buddenberg 
drove for 18 hours to Plains, Montana, where they 
snuck onto Fraser Fur Farm in the early morning 
and freed a bobcat, court papers state. “Ema-
ciated and filthy, his beauty was evident even 
through the matted fur and traumatized stare, 
with his bushy jowls and black ear tufts,” read 
the DirectAction.info dispatch posted about two 
weeks later. “This should be a lesson to Frazier 
[sic]. If you ever again hold wild creatures captive 
on your land, we will breach it to free them.”

Two days later, Kissane and Buddenberg cut 
the chicken-wire fence behind the Moyle Mink 
Ranch in Burley, Idaho, and released about 

3,000 mink from their cages, according to pros-
ecutors. “Their initial timidity quickly became a 
 cacophony of gleeful squealing, playing, cavort-
ing, and swimming in the creek that runs directly 
behind the Moyle property,” stated the dispatch 
posted on DirectAction.info the next day.

This animal activist Bonnie and Clyde contin-
ued releasing mink and vandalizing businesses 
that used animal products throughout the sum-
mer and fall of 2013. The pair drove over 40,000 
miles to free almost 7,000 mink from farms in 
Iowa, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin and Minnesota 
and did more than $400,000 worth of damage, 
federal authorities said. Dispatches were posted 
on DirectAction.info after most of their raids, and 
when the pair was arrested and indicted on federal 
animal enterprise terrorism charges last year, the 
FBI press release said, “To publicize their crimes, 
the defendants drafted ‘communiqués’ describ-
ing their conduct and posted them on websites 
associated with animal rights extremists.”

DirectAction.info posts dispatches from ani-
mal activists across the world announcing their 
crimes—or “actions”—with about 140 “commu-
niqués” last year describing crimes in the U.S., 
Europe, South America and Asia. Sample head-
lines include “Hundreds of Hares Liberated” 
in Italy and “Partridges Freed” in Turkey. The 
page lists a West Palm Beach, Florida, address 
and a data encryption code, which activists use 
to securely send in their dispatches—often from 
public computers at libraries or FedEx office loca-
tions. Many of the same dispatches are also posted 

BONNIE AND HIDE ON THE RUN
You can now watch animal rights  
activists shout out their crimes

BY  
JOSH SAUL

 @joshfromalaska
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 “EVERY FUR FARM  
PRISONER DESERVES  
A JAIL BREAK.”

LIFE SENTENCE: 
Mink farmers say 
releasing the ani-

mals only leads to 
their quick death. 

+

on the website for the North American Animal 
Liberation Press Office. DirectAction.info—which 
calls its webpage “Bite Back”—didn’t respond to a 
Newsweek email seeking comment.

These posts—even if anonymous—bring signif-
icant risks, because federal agents check sites like 
DirectAction.info regularly. So why do it?

Two reasons, explains animal rights journalist 
Will Potter. The first is to release the animals and 
cause economic harm to the business. The sec-
ond is to spark a discussion about how our society 
treats animals. “It’s a guaranteed opportunity to 
have [your] voice heard,” Potter tells Newsweek. 
The publicity can also make clear to business 
owners that the activists want them to close their 
doors, says Ben Rosenfeld, a civil rights attorney 
who has represented many radical activists. 

The communiqués have been vital to most 
prosecutions of animal activists—making them 
a “double-edged sword,” Potter says. “If there 
wasn’t a communiqué, if there wasn’t a move-
ment affiliated with these actions, it would just 

be a property crime. But now we’re talking about 
terrorism because there’s a nexus and a connec-
tion to animal rights activism.” Potter also says 
the main tactic used by animal rights activists has 
shifted from releasing animals to filming under-
cover videos that reveal farm conditions, with 
those videos posted on DirectAction.info and the 
North American Animal Liberation Press Office.

The controversial Animal Enterprise Terrorism 
Act applies to anyone who “intentionally dam-
ages or causes the loss of any real or personal 
property used by an animal enterprise.” After the 
passage of the AETA in 2006, there was a “dra-
matic drop” in the number of communiqués, as 
activists learned that their writing was used to 
classify defendants as terrorists. “I don’t think the 
number of crimes dropped off, but the communi-
qués changed pretty radically,” Potter says. 

The January trial memo that outlined the 
case against Buddenberg and Kissane details 
everything they did on their spree, from how the 
unemployed duo funded their epic cross-country 
trips—stealing from stores like REI and CVS and 
selling the pilfered items on eBay—to how a chef 
caught Buddenberg writing “DirectAction.info” 
on a bathroom wall of the University of California 
at Berkeley dining hall where he worked. 

An Idaho mink farmer doesn’t mind the activ-
ists “bragging” about their crimes but objects to 
them attacking the industry. “If you’re against 
abortion, you don’t need to go around blowing up 
abortion clinics,” says the farmer, who asked not 

to be named because he fears being targeted. He 
also says freed mink die quickly: They get run over 
by cars or starve to death when the sudden influx 
of predators exhausts the food supply. 

Buddenberg is scheduled to be sentenced May 
2; Kissane will be sentenced in June. If the judge 
accepts the plea deal, he will do two years in prison 
and she will do six months. Defense attorneys for 
the pair declined to comment. Buddenberg was 
confined to home detention in November but is 
still determined to help animals. “For anyone 
who can help, there’s a turkey in the middle of 
the street near my apartment. Oakland, 56th st 
and San pablo. I’m on house arrest so there’s not 
much I can do,” he posted on Facebook. 



Don’t
Blame

TRUMP!
BY KURT EICHENWALD

                       The widespread 
     hatred of  voters of  
                                the ‘wrong kind’ is 
                     killing democracy





26NEWSWEEK 0 5 / 1 3 / 2 0 1 6

THIS IS NOT A JUDGMENT on the merits of any 
candidate, political philosophy or policy posi-
tion. Instead, it is about a principle that suppos-
edly is a source of pride for Americans but that 
too many citizens hold in contempt: democracy. 

In the past few decades, democracy has 
become seen as an impediment to those in power, 
where voters get in the way of the “correct” out-
comes. The will of the electorate is treated with 
scorn, something to push aside for the greater 
goal of getting into office. Voter suppression, rules 
manipulation and dirty tricks intended to mislead 
certain constituents have become workaday reali-
ties of the American electoral system. The United 
States now ranks 20th in the world in the quality of 
its democracy, according to the Economist Intelli-
gence Unit, behind Uruguay and down from 17th 
in 2007. Politicians and party leaders across the 
board seem to have the mindset attributed to the 
Argentine demagogue Juan Perón in the musical 
Evita, when his character sings, “It’s annoying 
that we have to fight elections for our cause, the 
inconvenience—having to get a majority.”

In the 2016 U.S. presidential race, that Perónist 
disdain for the electorate is on display with the 
outlandish attempts by some Republicans to stop 
Trump and by some Democrats to crown Sanders.

As Trump continues to sweep up millions of 
votes, Republican Party leaders are scrambling 
to find a way to ignore them. Because many can-

didates were in the race when it started, it is possible Trump 
won’t have enough delegates to secure the nomination on the 
first ballot at the Republican Convention. No doubt, if his last 
name was Bush or Rubio or Romney, this would be inconse-
quential—rather than cooking up ways for someone else to get 
the nod, party leaders would sweet-talk or arm-twist unpledged 
delegates to coalesce around the front-runner. But Republi-
can politicians and party bosses fear that a Trump nomination 
could lead to the biggest electoral washout in history and so are 
scheming to overrule the riffraff.

Meanwhile, Sanders supporters and campaign strategists are 
publicly discussing ways to snatch the nomination away from 
Hillary Clinton, even if she wins the most votes and gets enough 
delegates to claim the nomination. This strategy has a probability 
of success tinier than the period at the end of this sentence. How-
ever, the basic idea is that, even if more voters cast their ballots 
for Clinton, Sanders could use the nomination rules to overrule 
them. The circumstances that raise this possibility are far more 
complicated than need be explained here, but it all comes down 
to the rules relating to pledged delegates, unpledged delegates 
and what are known as superdelegates, who are essentially Dem-

      Donald  
            Trump
  should  
           be a  
nominee for

        this fall.  
 And Bernie  
              Sanders  
        should  
              not.
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led by Trump or Cruz or Clinton or Sanders, so 
be it. If some in the electorate have temper tan-
trums and don’t cast a ballot this fall because 
their candidate didn’t win the most votes during 
the primary season, too bad—they will have cho-
sen to let others decide the future of the country. 
Democracy is not complicated: Whoever gets the 
most votes is supposed to win. That’s it. 

Unfortunately, conservatives have a long his-
tory of contempt for broad swaths of the elec-
torate and have spent years finagling ways to 
make sure that only the “right” people gain easy 
access to the ballot box. During remarks in 1980 
to a group called the Religious Roundtable, Paul 
Weyrich, a founder of the modern political con-
servative movement, made that quite clear. “I 
don’t want everybody to vote,’’ he said. “Our 
leverage in the elections quite candidly goes up 
as the voting populace goes down.”

At times, politicians will admit that their mach-
inations on voting rules are intended to keep cer-
tain types of people away from the polls. In 2013, 
for example, the then attorney general in Texas 
and current governor of the state, Greg Abbott, 
said plainly in a court filing that redistricting plans 
were not targeting minority voters; instead, the 
rules “were designed to increase the Republican 
Party’s electoral prospects at the expense of the 
Democrats.” That just had an incidental impact 
on minority voters, he argued, not because they 
were minorities but because more minorities sup-
port Democrats. How convenient.

Some officials go even further, arguing that peo-
ple who don’t pay taxes shouldn’t be allowed to 
vote and that college students should be impeded 
from voting. Matthew Vadum, a conservative col-
umnist, wrote that registering the poor to vote was 

“like handing out burglary tools to criminals.” In 
2010, the founder of Tea Party Nation, Judson 
Phillips, praised the idea of allowing only land-
owners to vote. When a Tea Party congressman, 
Ted Yoho of Florida, mentioned that such land-
owning restrictions existed in early America, his 
audience burst into applause. He went on to sug-
gest voting should be inconvenient because too 
many uninformed people cast ballots.

ocratic officeholders and party leaders. The 712 superdelegates 
are not bound to vote for the candidate to whom they publicly 
declared their support (as of this writing, 519 have pledged to 
Clinton and 39 to Sanders). While Sanders and his supporters pre-
viously railed against the superdelegate system as undemocratic, 
they are now suggesting they might try to flip those delegates to 
the Vermont senator’s side, even if he loses the popular vote.

The best advice to both sides? Knock it off. Yes, it can be 
disappointing to discover that the electorate doesn’t share 
your opinion. Yes, it is always possible to bend and stretch and 
manipulate rules based on the belief that you know better than 
voters what’s good for them. And yes, maybe some other can-
didate would be stronger in the general election than the one 
primary voters are selecting now.

Who cares? Nothing could be more destructive to both par-
ties than overriding the expressed will of the electorate. Amer-
icans need to take a deep breath and start trusting democracy. 
If the majority of Americans who vote decide they want to be 

+
PARTY LIKE IT’S 1899: The attempts by Republican 
Party apparatchiks to deny Trump the nomination 
are part of a long history of pols discounting or 
subverting the will of the people.

 “IT’S ANNOYING  
THAT WE HAVE TO 
FIGHT ELECTIONS  
FOR OUR CAUSE.”
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That type of thinking—arguing that those who disagree with 
you are dumb, irrational or corrupt—is the first step on the path 
that leads to democracy’s destruction. Some liberals maintain 
that lower-middle-class people vote against their economic 
interests by siding with Republicans, without considering the 
possibility that social issues like banning abortion might matter 
more to them than their financial well-being. Some conserva-
tives contend that people only support Democrats because they 
want government handouts, without considering the possibil-
ity that these voters believe in expanding individual rights for 
minorities or expanding access to the nation’s health care sys-
tem. College students don’t know enough to vote intelligently, 
the elderly vote only for conservatives because of racism—the 
denigration goes on and on. 

The next step: maintaining that your candidate is win-
ning, regardless of the facts. In the last election, conservatives 
engaged in a surreal effort to “unskew” polls—essentially rejig-
gering them in ways they believed removed bias but that actually 
just extracted statistical requirements to create fictitious signs of 
victory for their presidential candidate, Mitt Romney. Political 
commentator Peggy Noonan famously dismissed poll results 
and predicted Romney would win, in part because she saw more 
yard signs for him in Florida. In this election, Sanders supporters 
have criticized those who now point out the mathematical near 
impossibility of him winning the nomination, spinning scenarios 
of victory that are as credible as an unskewed poll.

The last and most destructive step: scream-
ing fraud and manipulation. This is the logical 
outcome of the other steps. If no rational person 
would disagree with you, and your candidate was 
obviously winning (in your polls), then defeat 
could have come about only by rigged rules or 
crimes at the ballot box. When Sanders won sev-
eral caucuses, Clinton supporters complained 

+
DEMO-LITION: Both Sanders, top, and Clinton 
have cried foul whenever the rules for primary 
contests didn’t work in their favor, regardless of 
how clearly the rules are stated or followed.
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should have. McKay said he would not drag innocent people in 
front of a grand jury; he was subsequently fired.

As a prominent Republican once said, members of his party 
don’t believe they can be defeated without being cheated. It 
is an “article of religious faith that voter fraud is causing us to 
lose elections,” Royal Masset, the former political director of 
the Texas Republican Party, said in 2007, while adding that he 
doesn’t believe that’s true. 

And that’s because it’s all horsefeathers. In her 2010 book, 
The Myth of Voter Fraud, Lorraine Minnite, a professor of pub-
lic policy at Rutgers, collected decades of voting data and 
concluded that in 2005, more people had been indicted for vio-
lations of migratory bird laws than for election fraud. “Fraud 
itself is a relatively rare event,’’ she wrote. “Rather, the prob-
lem is the myth of fraud that can influence the vote count and, 
more important, shapes the rules that erode voting rights.” 

That includes the big Republican bogeyman: the idea that 
millions of people—particularly aliens without documen-
tations—are assuming identities to illegally cast ballots. In 
normal times, this would be a laugh line. Think of it: The 
conspiracy-minded contend that individuals in this country 
are illegally risking discovery and deportation so they can 

cast a single vote, or that citizens are risking lengthy prison 
time to add one more ballot to the millions cast in their state, 
because…why? Studies that claim dead people voted, or regis-
tered multiple times invariably turn out to be based on clerical 
errors or instances where someone voted, then died. A study 
by the Brennan Center for Justice at the New York Univer-
sity School of Law, which investigated hundreds of reports of 
alleged fraud in thousands of elections, found only a handful 
of alleged—much less proved—cases of in-person voter fraud. 
Instead, the reasons for the allegations were almost always 
benign, such as a dead man with the same name as a man who 

that, because that type of delegate selection lasts 
a long time and involves more than just casting 
a vote, the process was undemocratic. When 
Clinton won primaries in which only Democrats 
could vote, Sanders supporters complained that 
the system blocked independents from having a 
voice. In the aftermath of Clinton’s near sweep 
of the Northeast primaries on April 26, actor Tim 
Robbins tweeted out a series of bogus numbers 
generated from that ever-reliable source—some 
anonymous guy on the Internet—that suppos-
edly “proved” Sanders lost because voting 
machines were rigged. After President Barack 
Obama won the general election in 2008, Public 
Policy Polling found that 52 percent of Repub-
licans believed it was the result a massive con-
spiracy involving the Association of Community 
Organizations for Reform Now, a now-defunct 
organization that registered low-income people 
to vote. In 2012, PPP found that 49 percent of 
Republicans believed ACORN used fraud to get 
Obama re-elected—even though the organiza-
tion closed its doors in 2010.

President George W. Bush only won re-elec-
tion in 2004 through fraud in Ohio, liberals 
contended at the time. Obama snagged victory 
in the same state in 2012 by cheating, conserva-
tives argued. When then-Senator Norm Cole-
man (R-Minnesota) was at first declared the 
winner of his 2008 re-election campaign, with 
a margin of 215 votes over Democratic chal-
lenger Al Franken, conservative commentators 
demanded that Franken concede, while liber-
als raised allegations of fraud. When a recount 
reversed the results, conservatives cried about 
fraud, while liberals called for Coleman to con-
cede. In 2004, when Christine Gregoire, the 
Democratic candidate, won the governor’s elec-
tion in Washington state, Republicans, again, 
shrieked, “Fraud!” United States Attorney John 
McKay was dragged to the White House to 
explain why he had failed to bring indictments, 
even though conservative activists thought he 

COLOR-BLIND: Republicans state officials insisted they aren’t 
suppressing the vote of poor people because they are minorities; 
it is merely because they tend to vote for the other party.
+

 “OUR LEVERAGE  
IN THE ELECTIONS 

GOES UP AS THE  
VOTING POPULACE 

GOES DOWN.”
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voted, or a name was written down incorrectly 
by a poll worker. In fact, almost every example 
that has been held up in recent years as proof of 
fraud tends to fall away as a misunderstanding 
or mistake when the details are examined. 

A draft report about voter fraud written in 
2006 by two consultants to the federal Elec-
tion Assistance Commission found that “there 
is widespread but not unanimous agreement 
that there is little polling-place fraud, or at least 
much less than is claimed.” (The final report 
toned down the language to a more politically 
palatable level,  saying that the issue was a sub-
ject of “a great deal of debate.”) 

More important, if in-person voter imperson-
ation is so rampant, where are the thousands or 
hundreds or dozens or 10 or five prosecutions for 
the crime each election cycle? Proclaiming they 
aren’t discovered because the perpetrators are so 

clever is on par with saying that we know there are 
pink monkeys inside the Statue of Liberty, but we 
can’t prove it because they are such good hiders.

The truth is, the pink monkeys can’t be found 
because they aren’t there. “It is more likely that an 
individual will be struck by lightning than that he 
will impersonate another voter at the polls,’’ Justin 
Levitt, now the deputy assistant attorney general 
in the Civil Rights Division of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, wrote in a 2007 report for the 
Brennan Center. “There have been a handful of 
substantiated cases of individual ineligible voters 
attempting to defraud the election system. But by 
any measure, voter fraud is extraordinarily rare.” 

To address this nonexistent problem, Repub-

licans brought out a sledgehammer with “voter ID” laws that 
require people to produce specific types of identification at the 
ballot box. But even if the problem was real—which it isn’t—the 
“solution” wouldn’t solve it. Take Texas, which was at the fore-
front of pushing this tactic. In 2012, Forrest Mitchell, an inves-
tigator with the state attorney general’s office, said in sworn 
testimony that only about five of the more than 300 investiga-
tions into election fraud in the previous decade had involved 
in-person voter fraud, and that just two of those would have 
been prevented by an ID law. That means that out of more than 
39 million votes cast during those years (not including prima-
ries), cases where there was evidence of fraud that might have 
been stopped by voter ID occurred 0.0000005 percent of the 
time. Put another way, over 10 years, the number of Texas cases 
of in-person voter fraud that could have been impeded by voter 
ID is equal to or less than the number of people bitten by sharks 
over the past nine months—in landlocked Nevada. 

Even though the problem was largely imaginary, there was 
an easy solution in the Help America Vote Act signed by Pres-
ident Bush in 2002. Those who registered to vote by mail had 
to produce identification the first time they showed up to cast a 
ballot. Acceptable forms were a valid photo identification like 
a driver’s license, passport or student ID, as well as more easily 
obtained records, such as a copy of a current utility bill, bank 
statement, government check, paycheck or other government 
document with the name and address of the voter. Anyone 
who presented such an ID when registering didn’t have to pro-
duce it when voting.

To illegally obtain such a record would require a conspiracy 
between two people for the purpose of casting a single ballot. 
The improbability of such a scenario—coupled with the reality 
that there was more evidence for the existence of Bigfoot than 
for any consequential in-person voter fraud—should have put 
the issue to rest. But Republican-led legislatures instead tough-
ened the rules, creating a far narrower category of acceptable 
identifications that no honest person could see as anything 
other than an attempt to disenfranchise voters.

Utility bills, paychecks and the like were tossed out. Several 
states imposed rules that people had to produce proof of citi-
zenship—passport, birth certificate or naturalization papers—
to register. Michael Waldman, president of the Brennan 
Center, reports in his powerful new book, The Fight to Vote, 
that 7 percent of eligible voters and 12 percent of the poor do 
not have such documents, and that one out of three women do 
not have proof of citizenship with their married name. 

A DUMB ID: Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker 
pushed and signed a bill making it harder to 
vote by making it harder to get suitable IDs.
+

REGISTERING THE POOR 
TO VOTE WAS “LIKE  
HANDING OUT BURGLARY 
TOOLS TO CRIMINALS.”
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ing by particular groups such as racial minorities 
cannot be openly announced.… Mythical threats 
that stoke social prejudices are used to make 
new restrictions seem reasonable.”

So it’s no surprise that efforts to solve the 
problem get quashed. Governor Scott Walker 
(R-Wis.) just signed a law that prevents towns 
and counties from issuing photo IDs that could 
be used to facilitate voting; advocates of the law 
say it is intended to reduce fraud—somehow. 

Republicans haven’t stopped there; it is diffi-
cult to find a single rule that aids minorities and 
other Democratic constituencies in voting that 
hasn’t been attacked, changed or undermined 
by GOP-led states. In 2011, Florida imposed 
restrictions to prevent third-party organiza-
tions from registering people to vote that were 
so onerous (including provisions that would jail 
members of those groups if they failed to com-
ply with broad provisions in legal paperwork) 
that the League of Women Voters stopped 
signing up new voters in the state out of fear of 
being dragged into criminal court. (Recently, 

Then there were the restrictions at the voting booth. In Texas, 
IDs for students—who are more likely to vote for Democrats—
were rejected, while gun licenses—which are held by people 
more likely to vote for Republicans—were deemed acceptable. 
According to Waldman, of the 11 states with the largest turnout 
among African-Americans, seven made it harder to vote; nine 
of the 12 states with large Hispanic populations did the same.

The ID requirements matter because they hit hardest on the 
poor, according to Waldman. About 11 percent of eligible vot-
ers do not have current driver’s licenses or other IDs accept-
able under the new laws. A large portion of those are poor. 
 African-Americans were one-third as likely to have a photo ID 
as whites. And while Republicans proclaimed that citizens could 
obtain free IDs, they could only do so by locating or buying cop-
ies of birth certificates, marriage licenses and citizenship papers.

This was no mistake. Masset, the former political director of 
the Texas Republican Party, said he believed photo ID require-
ments would impede enough Democrats from voting to give the 
Republicans a 3 percent advantage. Before the 2012 election, 
Pennsylvania Republican House Leader Mike Turzai declared 
that the state’s voter identification law would “allow Governor 
Romney to win the state of Pennsylvania.” (It didn’t.) 

Experts described the reality of these tougher rules—and the 
reasons behind them—in stark terms. “In a democracy, reduc-
ing access to the ballot is difficult to justify,’’ Minnite wrote in a 
2014 report. “Political motives and strategies to discourage vot-

CANARD-CARRYING: Claims of rampant voter 
fraud in U.S. elections are refuted by experts 
who say getting struck by lightning is much 
more likely than a case of a voter with a fake ID.
+
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when a bill allowing for online registration passed the Legis-
lature with a veto-proof majority, Governor Rick Scott, a critic 
of the legislation, signed it into law.) Early voting, which has 
been shown to increase minorities’ participation in elections, 
has been cut back drastically in that state. Why? A 2012 report 
in The Palm Beach Post quoted former Republican officehold-
ers and strategists who said that once the party realized how 
many Democratic voters were turning up at the polls because 
of early voting schedules, GOP legislators wrote legislation 
to cut them back. In particular, they wanted to limit Sunday 
voting, which is used by black churches to organize buses and 
carpools to bring parishioners to the polls. “I know that the 
cutting out of the Sunday before Election Day was one of their 
targets only because that’s a big day when the black churches 
organize themselves,” one GOP consultant told the Post.

Indeed, Republicans have made it clear that erecting hurdles 
to make voting more difficult is their goal. For example, Gov-
ernor Pat McCrory of North Carolina said in April that being 
allowed access to the voting booth should be as difficult as pur-
chasing the main ingredient for making meth.

 But the true modern-day Juan Peróns are two Republican 
secretaries of state, Kris Kobach of Kansas and John Husted 
of Ohio. In 2014, Husted issued rules for primary and gen-
eral elections that excluded early voting hours for the Sunday 
immediately preceding Election Day. The schedules for early 
voting allowed by Husted was so convoluted it took a court 10 
lines of type in a paragraph to describe them. A federal court 
knocked down the attempt, so Husted tried again with new 
restrictive rules. Once again, he eliminated those times when 
black voters historically showed up in the largest numbers. 
Barred by permanent injunction from stopping voting on the 
Sunday before the election, Husted did the next best thing: He 
shut down the polls on every other Sunday. He also eliminated 
something called the Golden Week, when a citizen could regis-
ter to vote and cast a ballot on the same day. 

Doug Preisse, the chairman of the Franklin County Republi-
can Party, said at the time in an email to The Columbus Dispatch, 
“I guess I really actually feel we shouldn’t contort the voting 
process to accommodate the urban—read African-American—
voter turnout machine.”

U.S. District Senior Judge Peter C. Economus 
found that Husted’s rules burdened “the right 
to vote of certain groups of voters”—specifically, 
minorities and the poor. Husted appealed the 
case but kept losing; eventually, he settled with an 
agreement that allowed for uniform early voting.

But Kobach (who publicly stated he believed 
Obama might try to stop all prosecutions of 
black people) is the king of voter suppression. 
He set a rule in 2013 that those who attempted 
to register but didn’t show proof of citizenship—
not at the polls but at registration—would not 
have their application processed, placing them 
in limbo. That led to 37,000 Kansas residents 
having their voting rights placed in suspension; a 
study found that more than half of those people 
had followed the rules and had no reason to be 
on the list. (Kobach went further last year with 
a rule declaring that all of those people could be 
purged from the system after 90 days.) 

Following a U.S. Supreme Court ruling in June 
2013 that states could not impose a documentary 
proof-of-citizenship requirement for those who 
register to vote using the federal form, Kobach 
created a two-tiered system where those who 
register under rules established by Washington 
would be allowed to vote only in national elec-
tions; to prevent fraud, Kobach said, those same 
Kansans would not be permitted to vote in state 
or local races without registering again. The two-
tiered system was struck down in court earlier 
this year, with the judge slamming Kobach for 
creating a system with elements that would place 
secret ballots at risk of disclosure. 

In 2014, Kobach accused the local United 
States attorney of refusing to prosecute cases of 
voter fraud he had referred for federal prosecu-
tion. Last year, it emerged that he made up the 
allegation—he had not referred any such cases. 

IN 2012, 49 PERCENT OF 
REPUBLICANS BELIEVED 
ACORN USED FRAUD TO 

GET OBAMA RE-ELECTED—
EVEN THOUGH THE  

ORGANIZATION CLOSED 
ITS DOORS IN 2010.
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No, Mr. Kobach. Communists work to undermine elections. 
Patriots fight for democracy, which means doing everything 
possible to encourage citizens to vote. 

The disdain for the electorate has become ingrained in the 
American political system, and so long as one side or the other 
can find an advantage to advance its personal beliefs and cru-
sades, rather than championing ways for everyone to vote, the 
country will continue to slide in the quality of its democracy. 

Of course, it’s easy to persuade partisans that it takes fraud 
for their strongly held political beliefs to be rejected in an elec-
tion. In an era in which cable networks, websites and books 
relentlessly preach the refrain, “You’re right, and those who 
disagree are evil,” it’s hardly a leap for someone to believe that 
when the evil side wins, it cheated. Few rabid Democrats or 
Republicans will ever accept that a majority of the voters just 
don’t agree with them.

The truth is, each side will lose sometimes. It’s the nature 
of democracy. And for those who can’t accept that, who want 
to manipulate the rules, or make voting as hard as buying the 
ingredients for illegal drugs, or metaphorically stand with a 
bat in the doorway of the polling place, it’s time to stop citing 
James Madison, Susan B. Anthony and Martin Luther King 
Jr. as the personifications of America’s greatness. Instead, 
accept that your philosophical hero is actually Kim Jong un, 
the supreme leader of North Korea, whose political goals are 
never overruled by a pesky electorate. 

But the ruse worked: By then, he had been given 
powers to prosecute voting fraud—the only sec-
retary of state in the nation to have that power—
and proclaimed he had found more than 100 
violations; only six people have been indicted and 
one convicted. None of the cases emerged from 
actions that would have been stopped by voter 
ID rules, and critics say almost all of the cases 
seem to stem from people making mistakes. For 
his part, Kobach says his crusade is only meant to 
guarantee that legitimate voters don’t have their 
choices canceled out by others impersonating cit-
izens or other people at the ballot box—a scenario 
he has yet to prove has ever occurred in his state.

With so many Kansans being impeded from 
voting by a man obsessed with an almost nonex-
istent crime, the American Civil Liberties Union 
and the League of Women Voters filed suit on 
behalf of the state’s voters. In response, Kobach 
declared that the league—a renowned civic 
organization that has been so respected it was 
selected to host the 1976, 1980 and 1984 presi-
dential debates—was a bunch of “communists.” 

+
BALLOT STUFFING: States dominated by Re-
publicans have been the most aggressive in 
suppressing the vote, mostly by challenging IDs 
or by eliminating early voting periods.
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 Arbitrary detentions, torture, 

 repression of the press and  

                a failing economy have  

      made Egypt a  

                      
        tinderbox 



rule. Police turned out in force to keep subse-
quent demonstrations in check and conducted 
raids to detain suspected activists. 

“Egypt is now a mediocre military dictator-
ship,” says Mohamed Lotfy, a former Amnesty 
International researcher, now executive direc-
tor of the Egyptian Center for Rights and 
Freedom. “Even [former Chilean President 
Augusto] Pinochet would be ashamed. Because 
under real dictatorships, there is economic 
development. People sacrifice human rights for 
security. Here, people are not gaining anything. 
The economy is collapsing, and they are crack-
ing down on activists, journalists, NGOs.”

Two years after Sisi seized power following 
the toppling of democratically elected President 
Mohammed Morsi in a military coup in June 
2013, and five years after the demonstrations in 
Tahrir Square brought down Hosni Mubarak, 
Egypt is in deep crisis. “It’s a very dangerous 
time,” says Lotfy. “One can’t see prospects 
for the future. Not because the government is 

weak but because people don’t have a vision for 
change. When the vision is this blurred, how-
ever, it is very easy for a government to fall.”

That could mean Egypt is set for another 
wave of violence. Although there are no official 
polls, many feel that Sisi’s popularity has plum-
meted. “There is no trust in the government,” 
Lotfy says. “People have actually gone back to 
saying the days of Mubarak were better.” As 
repressive as he was, Lotfy says, Mubarak had 
clear goals—to develop the economy and bring 
peace to the troubled region. 

Prominent Egyptian human rights activists 
and groups such as Amnesty International and 
Human Rights Watch have said this is the worst 
state repression in decades, citing enforced dis-
appearances, 60,000 political prisoners in jails 
across the country and alleged extrajudicial 
killings by the state.

Gamal Eid of the Arabic Network for Human 
Rights says 10,000 of those political prisoners 
have not even come to trial. “It’s a form of pun-
ishment,” Eid says. “We are currently facing the 
most violent attack against human rights groups 
since the 1980s. I have been working in human 
rights for 25 years. This is the worst I have seen.”

For all his proclamations that his policies 

THE DAY I arrived in Egypt in April, President 
Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi had just given two Red 
Sea islands, Tiran and Sanafir, to King Sal-
man of Saudi Arabia, who was visiting Cairo to 
announce billions of dollars in aid and invest-
ment. The islands are in the Gulf of Aqaba, 
where both Israel and Jordan maintain ports, so 
the transfer of the land was strategically import-
ant. It was also a baffling and highly contentious 
gift that angered many Egyptians.

“Do we have any idea why he gave them, what 
his motivation was?” I asked Mohammed Zaree 
of the Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. 
He replied, “Good question. No one knows.”

The next day, President Sisi gave a two-hour 
speech in which he defended his decision, say-
ing the islands always belonged to Saudi Arabia, 
and prompted an uproar after a daring member 
of parliament tried to ask a question: “I did not 
give anyone permission to speak,” Sisi retorted. 
It set off a social media frenzy with a hashtag that 
translates to #SpeechDoesNotNeedPermission. 

Friday prayers, the traditional time for demon-
strations and protests, were tense that week. 
Hundreds gathered in the Giza area of Cairo, 
and police fired tear gas and live ammunition to 
disperse crowds that called for an end to Sisi’s 

 “People have actually gone 
back to saying the days of 
Mubarak were better.”
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SISI FITS:  

Arrests and sur-
veillance of activ-
ists has increased 
in Egypt, but the 
street protests 
calling for the 

overthrow of the 
military regime are 

proliferating.

are necessary to fight terrorism, Sisi has not 
brought security. (The president rarely talks 
to foreign reporters and communicates to the 
media mostly through speeches or press con-
ferences.) Militants related to the Islamic State 
group (ISIS) operate with impunity in the North-
ern Sinai, making it a no-go area. Tourism, one 
of the main drivers of Egypt’s economy, has all 

but shut down. At the pyramids on a beautiful 
spring morning, a time when just a couple of 
years ago the attraction would have been packed 
with visitors, I counted fewer than 10 Europeans 
or Americans.

This past October, a bomb brought down a 
Russian plane over the Sinai carrying tourists 
from Sharm el-Sheikh, and in January sus-
pected ISIS militants armed with knives, guns 
and explosive belts stabbed three foreign tour-
ists at a beach resort in Hurghada on the Red 
Sea. One of them, Jon Torp, told the Norwegian 
newspaper Verdens Gang that he saw a sign indi-
cating the assailants were ISIS. “I went out onto 
the balcony and could see a man waving a black 
flag with white lettering,” Torp said.

The combination of militant attacks, enforced 
disappearances, a flagging economy and a mil-
itary regime opposed to democracy has many 
Egyptians in despair. It seems as though the 
hopeful days of the Arab Spring, the jubilance of 
Tahrir Square and the belief that it was time for 
democracy in Egypt were centuries ago.

Shortly before the fifth anniversary of Tahrir 

Square, on January 25, things grew even more 
difficult, according to locals: Authorities raided 
the homes of suspected activists and put up sur-
veillance cameras near the square to monitor 
activity. Paranoia started to prevail.

“I have not felt safe since 2014,” said one for-
eign reporter, who has lived in Cairo for more 
than 20 years and asked not to be identified 
for obvious reasons. “Since the Al Jazeera jour-
nalists were imprisoned, no one working in the 
press feels they can operate safely.”

In recent months, foreigners have felt almost 
as threatened as Egyptian activists. On the eve-
ning of the Tahrir Square anniversary, a young 
Italian researcher named Giulio Regeni was 
abducted while walking to the subway near 
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SANDS SANS:  

As violence against 
 civilians and 

tourists spreads, 
tourism has cra-
tered, with even 

the pyramids being 
shunned by fright-

ened foreigners.

his home. For several days, he was brutally 
tortured and finally dumped by the side of the 
road, dead. Regeni, an Arabic speaker, had been 
researching trade unions—a sensitive subject 
under the Sisi regime. The state security ser-
vices denied involvement in the killing, blaming 
bandits. They identified five men as the killers, 
whom they promptly assassinated. The Italian 
government reacted strongly; it pulled back 
its ambassador and demanded phone records 
and an open investigation from the Egyptian 
authorities, who balked.

“The extraordinary thing is how five people 
who probably did not do it were just liquidated,” 
says Lotfy. The death of Regeni symbolized a 
ruthless approach by the security services: If 
they would kill a foreigner with impunity, then 
they would kill anyone.

In late April, Egyptian authorities filed a police 
report against international news agency Reu-
ters after it quoted six police and intelligence 
sources as saying that Regeni was detained by 
police before his death. 

“Politically speaking, Egypt is going through a 
period of loss of control over the security,” Lotfy 
says. “But also a loss of credibility with the pub-

lic opinion and a state of helplessness over the 
economy. It’s not good.”

The official unemployment rate in Egypt is 11 
percent (unofficially, it is thought to be closer to 
20 percent). Tourism is at an all-time low. Prices 
for food and everyday items are expensive. The 
gravest worry, however, is the loss of civil liber-
ties. After the death of Regeni, whose body was 
so badly disfigured that his mother recognized 
him from only the tip of his nose, according to one 
local journalist, there is an underlying fear and 
anger at the power of the security services.

“These guys come with an entrenched men-
tality of being above the law,” says Lotfy. “To 
the extent where if they buy a car, they don’t 
even bother to put up license plates—they just 
put an eagle sticker on the back, which means 
they are security.” 

THE DISAPPEARED
OUTSIDE LOTFY’S office sits Ibrahim Metwaly, 
a lawyer and the father of a young student, Amr 
Ibrahim, who disappeared on July 8, 2013. Met-
waly explains he is the leader of a grassroots 
organization called Coalition of the Disap-
peared. His son was not political, he insists, nor 
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SNATCHED:  
Metwaly, whose 
son disappeared 
in the summer 

of 2013, leads a 
grassroots orga-
nization called 
Coalition of the 

Disappeared.
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a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, the Isla-
mist group blamed by Sisi for undermining the 
country. Ibrahim was last seen being taken away 
blindfolded from the street while he was walking 
home. The next day, his frantic father searched 
hospitals, morgues and police stations, where 
officials told him to go to the Ministry of Interior 
(the department blamed by human rights groups 
for many of the disappearances). 

Nearly three years later, Metwaly believes 
his son is still alive and most likely being held at 
Azouly, a prison near the Sinai that is notorious for 
brutal torture. He is not sure what his son did to 
be picked up, and there is no record of him being 
charged with anything. Metwaly filed lawsuits 
against the person who was minister of defense at 
the time of his son’s abduction, Sisi.

“He is my son. He is a part of me, and I won’t 
give up until I find him,” Metwaly says, his voice 
cracking as he sits huddled in a darkened office. 
“How could I live without a part of me?”

As a lawyer, Metwaly has the advantage of 
understanding Egypt’s tangled judicial system 
better than most. He is now trying to help others 
whose children and relatives have disappeared 
and who have no idea where to start looking for 
them. Some of these people, he says, live far 
away and are so poor they “cannot even afford 
to take a minibus to get to Cairo to file missing 
persons reports.”

“It’s worse than Mubarak,” he says—perhaps 
the 10th time I heard this from different people 
in a single day, ranging from my taxi drivers to 
students, to shoppers, to activists. “We live in a 
disastrous time.”

Another woman at Lotfy’s office, Manal Ibra-

him Sallam, is crying. She says she has searched 
morgues for days, looking for her son,  Abd 
 el-Hamid Mohamed Mohamed, 24, who has been 
missing since 2014. Every day, she takes a bus 
from her home in the Kafr el-Sheikh district, about 
three hours outside of Cairo, to plead for news and 
meet others in a similar situation. “I will go to any 
gathering. I will talk to anyone who might have 
information about my son,” she says, adding that 
the authorities have not done anything to help her.

Students and those suspected of political 
activism are not the only ones disappearing. Aya 
Hijazi, a 29-year old American with a degree in 
conflict resolution studies from George Mason 
University in Fairfax, Virginia, came to Cairo to 
try to “fix things,” says her brother,  Basel, a Goo-
gle employee in Dublin.

Hijazi founded a charity for street chil-
dren called Belady (Bridge) with her husband, 
Mohammed Hassanein, but was arrested within 
months. She has spent nearly two years in a 
Cairo women’s prison; her trial has been post-
poned five times. She reads a lot, her brother 
says, and draws. “She used to be a good artist,” 
he says darkly. “Now she is a great artist.”

Her crime? “Aya decided to tackle the enor-
mous problem of street children,” Basel says. 
She launched a nongovernmental organization 
that focused on sanitation, combating sexual 
harassment and attending to the needs of the 
children. But she missed one small detail, and 
that was her downfall: She failed to get a for-
mal, registered NGO number before she started 
working. “We’re not sure why they decided to 
use her as a scapegoat,” says Basel, who says 
the newspapers attacked her for days after her 
arrest. Perhaps it was her American heritage 
(she was born in the United States, to a Leba-
nese father and an Egyptian mother). 

Hijazi was accused of sex trafficking and child 
abuse, a charge her family and friends, as well 
as human rights activists like Lotfy and others, 
believe is fabricated. “Everyone knows the state 
is using Aya as an example,” says Basel. “They 
arrested her to send a message to tell young 
people. You want to give us a different view of 
how to run society? You want to start NGOs that 
help people the government is not reaching? 
Well, you cannot. You will go to jail.”

“Her case is one of those stories that we just 
don’t have an answer for,” says Lotfy.

 “He is my son. He is a part 
of me, and I won’t give 
up until I find him.”
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Egyptians looking 
for missing sons 

and daughters they 
fear have been 

detained line the 
streets, keeping 

alive the names of 
their loved ones. 
Even foreigners 
are starting to 

disappear. 

 “Egypt is now a mediocre 
military dictatorship. Even 
Pinochet would be ashamed.”

Growing repression by the security services 
is a way of demonstrating that the government 
can operate without restraints, says Zaree, of the 
Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies. “This 
is not a war against terrorism—which is what the 
government says—but against civil society. The 
security apparatus is running out of control.”

In the minds of the leaders, Zaree says, Tahrir 
Square was a terrible event, “and they are deter-
mined not to let it happen again.”

Meanwhile, most of Egypt’s independent 
journalists have been silenced, and the impris-
onment of Al Jazeera reporters, which lasted for 
more than a year, has made many foreign report-
ers wary of traveling to or working in Egypt, or 
indeed of asking too many questions. Many of 
Egypt’s most prominent political bloggers—
including Alaa Abd el-Fattah (the nephew of the 
popular British-Egyptian novelist Ahdaf Soueif ), 
who worked tirelessly to expose corruption 
under Mubarak—are also in prison.

Most people I spoke to in Egypt believe that 

things will come to a head soon, that Sisi cannot 
continue his rule by repression and fear. It was, 
after all, the high price of bread and the power of 
social media that fueled the revolution at Tahrir 
Square. There is anger, and it takes little to trigger 
demonstrations. On April 19, police in the Cairo 
area of Al-Rehab shot a man dead in an argument 
over a cup of tea, leading to street protests. “Peo-
ple are utterly fed up with life here,” says Sara, a 
young lawyer who declined to give her last name.

Yasmin Hossam is a lawyer representing the 
writer Ahmed Naji, who was imprisoned in 2014 
for writing a sex scene in one of his novels, which 
was syndicated in the newspaper Akhbar al-Adab. 
Naji was sentenced to two years in prison, and 
Hossam and a team of lawyers are appealing. 
“This is all a symptom of the fact that there is a line 
in Egypt now. No one is allowed to talk in a way 
that is outside the system,” says Hossam. “They 
will not allow any kind of freedom of expression.”

She says she doesn’t regret the revolution in 
Tahrir Square. “It was the best thing that ever 
happened to us Egyptians,” she says. “But the 
problem is simple now: There is no rule of law. 
They beat doctors; they kill foreigners; they 
imprison writers.”

“No one is safe,” she says. “There is too much 
blood.” 
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When leaders of seven of the 
world’s most industrialized coun-
tries gather in Ise-Shima, Japan, 
on May 26-27 their decisions on 
such weighty subjects as how to 
support a continuingly weak global 
economy, the spread of terrorism, 
curbing North Korea’s nuclear am-
bitions and reining in Russia will 
likely capture most of the headlines.

But the summit of the Presidents 
and Prime Ministers of the United 
States, Canada, Japan, France, Brit-
ain, Germany and Italy known as the 
Group of Seven (G7) will also serve 
as a golden opportunity for the host 
nation to showcase its credentials 
as a global and regional leader. 

 Over the past two decades, Ja-
pan has been facing the challenge 
of economic stagnation and isola-
tion, but now the country is keen to 
trumpet itself as a new, more open 
and more globally-minded partner. 
Although the jury is still out on 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s epony-
mous revitalization plan known 
as ‘Abenomics’ – with his pledge 
to shake up the highly regulated 
economy having so far made slow 
progress – the International Mone-
tary Fund last month backed Abe’s 
efforts to open up Japan’s economy 
as well as his massive monetary 
easing campaign, reiterating that 
“structural reforms that raise pro-
ductivity are vital” for the country.

With Japan facing a shrinking 
domestic market due to its rapidly 
aging population, the Prime Min-
ister has put globalization at the 
forefront of his economic policy, 
knowing that it is not only one of 
the country’s best hopes of secur-
ing long-term growth, but also a 
way of increasing Japan’s pres-
FODF�BOE� JOn�VFODF� JOUFSOBUJPOBMMZ�
– an essential requirement if the 
nation is to maintain its position 
as a global economic heavyweight.

Another key pillar in the Abe 
administration’s plan to make Ja-

pan more open and outward look-
ing has been the rise of tourism. 
The government’s drive to increase 
the number of foreign visitors 
ahead of Tokyo’s staging of the 
Olympic Games in 2020 has seen 
the country consistently break its 
annual tourist arrivals record since 
UIF�1SJNF�.JOJTUFS�BTTVNFE�PGm�DF�
in December 2012.  It is a success 
story Japan will no doubt be keen 
to show off to many of the world’s 
most powerful people as host of the 
2016 G7 proceedings – which not 
only includes the two-day leaders’ 
summit, but a total of 10 high-level 
ministerial meetings held in some 
of the country’s most impressive 
destinations throughout the year.

However, while the G7 summit 
is a wonderful chance for Japan 
UP� n�BVOU� JUT� GBNPVT� IPTQJUBMJUZ�
NPTU�JNQPSUBOUMZ�UIF�IJHI�QSPm�MF�
event will be an occasion for the 
DPVOUSZ�UP�n�FY�JUT�MFBEFSTIJQ�NVT�
cles and demonstrate to its allies 
that it can be counted on politi-
cally, as well as economically.

Perhaps the biggest trademark 
of Shinzo Abe’s reign, besides Abe-
nomics, has been his determined 
international relations.  The prime 
minister’s diplomatic relish has 
become well-known and largely 
fuelled by his so-called “Abe Doc-
trine” – one that promotes an 
ambitious, multi-vector foreign 
policy that has made him the most 
traveled Japanese leader in history. 
In little over three years, Abe has 
visited more than 63 countries and 
held more than 400 summits.

“One trend that has clearly 
emerged is that Abe has moved 
away from Japan’s traditional 
diplomatic role characterized as 
an internationalist middle power 
and nowhere is this more evident 
than in the case of global sum-
mitry,” wrote Hugo Dobson in the 
Global Policy Journal recently. 
“Japan has traditionally cherished 
its seat at the top table, acted in 
its self-appointed role as repre-
sentative of Asia, mediated be-
tween the US and Europe, and 
taken its great power responsi-
bilities seriously as evidenced by 
its high levels of compliance with 
summit commitments and its 
hosting of relatively and consist-
ently successful summits.”

At this year’s G7, Japan will 
XBOU� UP�SFBGm�SN� UIJT�WJUBM�SPMF�BT�
Asia’s “representative” by putting 
"TJBO�JTTVFT�m�SNMZ�PO�UIF�BHFOEB��
With Japan having worked particu-
larly hard to improve relations with 
countries such as Vietnam, the Phil-
ippines and Indonesia, Prime Minis-
UFS�"CF�JT�FYQFDUFE�UP�GVSUIFS�JMMVT�
trate his and Japan’s regional and 
global leadership by pushing the 
DIBMMFOHFT� GBDJOH� UIF� "TJB�1BDJm�D�
region into the spotlight, and par-
ticularly the ongoing issue of the 
South China Sea dispute.  

As summit chair, Japan will lead 
talks on a whole gamut of issues 
affecting the world at large – both 
at the main summit and the various 
ministerial meetings – including the 
state of the global economy, envi-
ronment issues, health and educa-
tion.  Japan, of course, will be eager 
to demonstrate how it is setting an 
FYBNQMF�JO�UIFTF�BSFBT�

Economically speaking, for 
instance, despite decades of of-
m�DJBMMZ� TMPX� NBDSP� HSPXUI� UIF�
real economic picture of Japan is 
rosier than one might anticipate. 
According to the Financial Times, 
in the decade from 2005 to 2014, 
real GDP per person grew more in 
Japan than in the United States, 
Great Britain and the Eurozone.

What’s more, Japan remains 
a high-income country by Organi-
zation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) stand-
ards, and according to the World 
Bank, income inequality is lower 
than in the U.S.  

In fact, there is plenty that the 
other G7 nations can learn from 
Japan. Its women are amongst the 
most highly educated in the world 
and Japanese students score at the 
top of the global math, reading, and 
science rankings by the OECD. Also 
according to the OECD, Japan is 
healthier than America and most 
European countries, ranking as the 
least obese developed country.

On the topic of climate change, 
which will be particularly pertinent 
at this year’s summit following the 
historic U.N. Climate Change Con-
ference (COP21) that took place in 
Paris last November, Japan’s energy 
consumption per unit of GDP is al-
ready some 30% less than the aver-
age of other G7 nations, making it a 
top performer in the world.

“Discussions at the summit 
will be wide-ranging,” Prime Min-
ister Abe told CNN recently. “I 
hope that by working closely with 
other G7 leaders we can have 
fruitful discussions on address-
ing all of these important issues. 
There are key issues that I will be 
emphasizing where I believe Ja-
pan can play a central role.”

2016 G7 Summit: Japan’s time to rise

J APAN

With the world’s top 
leaders gathering in 
Japan this month, the 
42nd G7 Summit will 
shed new light on the 
country and show just 
how far it has come

“Discussions at the sum-
mit will be wide-ranging. 
There are key issues that 

I will be emphasizing 
where I believe Japan 

can play a central role.”

Shinzo Abe, 

Prime Minister of Japan 



Globalization would not seem to be 
a problem for Japanese companies 
which for decades have been major, 
and in some cases, dominant players 
in world market sectors such as for 
automobiles and consumer electron-
ics. However, a slew of new econom-
ic and business realities are proving 
that for Japanese companies to 
avoid being left behind in globaliza-
tion’s new wave, they need to dra-
matically boost overseas revenues 
to offset falling demand at home.  

With demographers forecast-
ing the Japanese population to 
decrease by more than 20% by 
2050, fewer people means less 
consumption, as well as lower tax 
revenues. Also surprising to many 
familiar with the Japanese traits 
of company loyalty and esprit de 
corps, the country has among the 
most anemic work productivity 
rates of the world’s most devel-
oped economies, while at the same 
time, foreign manufacturers are 
making major inroads into luring 
Japanese consumers. 

But many Japanese executives 
have seen the writing on the wall 
and are now transforming their 
management practices to better 
meet these challenges in order to 
make their companies truly global. 
One of Japan’s most widely-known 
BOE� SFTQFDUFE� m�SNT� BSPVOE� UIF�
world is Toshiba Mitsubishi-Elec-
tric Industrial Systems Corpora-
tion (TMEIC), whose President 
and CEO Kiyotaka Machida says 
he is well aware of the steps that 
Japanese companies must take. 

i*�UIJOL� JU�T�EJGm�DVMU�UP� JNBHJOF�
that the manufacturing sector will 
augment its production capacity in 
Japan while the population is basi-
cally expected to decrease in the 
future. Many executives are already 
making decisions from a ‘global 
consolidated management’ stand-
point with the emphasis placed 
on investments and mergers and 
acquisitions overseas,” he explains. 

In one example of forward 
thinking regarding foreign mar-
kets, TMEIC became the global 

leader in market share of PV in-
verters used in solar power sys-
tems by increasing its production 
lines from two to 18. 

Executives at another Japanese 
giant, Asahi Holdings, came up with 
a dual-track business model, one 
aimed at the domestic market and 
the other targeting overseas expan-
sion, according to President and 
CEO Mitsuharu Terayama. The com-
pany’s already extensive mining and 
NFUBM� SFm�OJOH�PQFSBUJPOT� XJMM� UBLF�
a further step toward globalization 
through a new model of processing 
various materials to delivering the 
m�OBM�QSPEVDU�EJSFDU�UP�UIF�DPOTVNFS��
“This will mean the whole chain is 
JOWPMWFE�o�XIJDI�OP�PUIFS� SFm�OJOH�
companies are doing – in expand-
ing our operations, so that Asahi 
CFDPNFT� UIF� XPSME�T� UPQ� SFm�OJOH�
company,” says Mr. Terayama.

Diversifying business lines along 
with acquisitions are another way to 
international expansion, a method 
which has worked for several Japa-
nese companies such as the manu-
facturer AGC Asahi Glass. “Back in 
the 1950s and 1960s, we went into 
India and Southeast Asia for the 
glass and commodity chemical busi-
nesses,” recalls President and CEO 
Takuya Shimamura. “And one of the 
turning points for our globalization 
strategy was the later acquisition of 
a Belgian company called Glaverbel, 
the resources of which we leveraged 
to expand our network.”

Today, with the pace of mergers 
and takeovers quickening among 
many Western companies leading 
to more and more world-straddling 
behemoths, several Japanese ex-
ecutives see survival through the 
country’s small and medium-sized 
operations cooperating more close-
ly on a global scale. 

“It’s important for Japanese 
companies to clarify their true 
strengths and work with one an-
other,” argues Teruhisa Ueda, the 
President and CEO of Shimadzu 
Corporation, a manufacturer of pre-
cision analytical instruments. Provid-
ing more detail on how this scheme 
might work, Masaki Hojo, the Presi-
dent and CEO of material handling 
HSPVQ�%BJGVLV�PVUMJOFT�IPX�EJGm�DVMU�
it is for small and medium-sized 
companies to engage globally. 

i%FTQJUF�UIFTF�m�SNT�CFJOH�WFSZ�
small, they still have the technology 

and techniques which are worth 
promoting internationally,” he says. 
“We should encourage technical 
tie ups or partnerships for smaller 
companies with larger companies.”

Helping out in just that area in 
fact is the Japan External Trade 
Organization (JETRO), a govern-
ment-related organization that 
works to promote Japanese trade 
and investment. “As a whole, Japa-
nese SMEs do not have much ex-
perience operating abroad,” says 
JETRO Chairman & CEO, Hiroyuki 
Ishige. “So we organize business 
missions to offer opportunities for 
these SMEs to do presentations in 
front of foreign corporations, to 
communicate their strengths, and 
UP�IFMQ�UIFN�m�OE�QBSUOFST�w

-DSDQHVH���UPV̵�H\HV set on global markets
A more international mindset, combined with falling domestic demand, is seeing an unprecedented globalization push

“Our revenues break down 
with 30% from Japan, 

30% from Asia and 30% 
from U.S and Europe.  We 

have adopted local produc-
tion for local consumption.”

Takuya Shimarura, CEO & 

President of AGC Asahi Glass 
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Prior to the G7 Summit in Mie Pre-
fecture later this month, the respec-
tive environment ministers from 
each G7 nation will meet in Toyoma 
to exchange views and build consen-
sus on global environmental issues.

The meeting is momentous for 
B�OVNCFS�PG�SFBTPOT���"T�UIF�m�STU�
major inter-governmental environ-
mental meeting since the historic 
UN Convention on Climate Change 
(COP21) held last December in 
Paris, further high-level negotia-
tions will be required in Toyoma 
to implement fresh climate change 
procedures, including the newly 
agreed 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development.

The May 15-16 gathering in 
Japan is also noteworthy for being 
UIF� m�STU� (�� FOWJSPONFOU� NJOJT�
ters’ meeting since 2009, making 
it a key forum for dialogue to har-
monize G7 nations’ policies in this 
area. What’s more, with Japan be-
ing one of the world’s most impor-
tant economies, Toyoma is also a 
chance for the country to seriously 
communicate its efforts towards 
creating a better and more sus-
tainable global environment.  

At the recent COP21, the Japa-
nese government made a pledge to 
cut carbon emissions by 26% from 
2013 levels by 2030, which com-
pares favourably to the pledges 
of other G7 nations made in Paris, 
including the U.S. which has tar-
geted reductions of between 18% 
and 21% by 2025, relative to their 
most recent emissions. As well as 
allowing Japan to further outline 
its strategy for achieving it carbon 
cutting goal, the Toyoma meet-
ing will also see how the country 
plans to implement its objective 
of realizing a 35% improvement 
JO�FOFSHZ�FGm�DJFODZ�CZ������o�UIF�
other vow made by Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe at COP21. 

Having set itself such ambitious 
targets, going forward the Japanese 
government will need all the help it 
can get from Japanese industries 
in order to realize them. Thankfully, 
it seems many domestic compa-
nies are up for the task. There is an 

increasing trend toward environ-
mental and social care throughout 
Japan’s private sector, especially 
following the Tohoku earthquake 
in 2011 (which killed over 16,000 
people), and more recently the two 
Kumamoto earthquakes, but also 
thanks to the globalization push 
instilled by Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe’s Abenomics policy which has 
triggered a common concern to-
wards sustainability and the adher-
ence to international corporate so-
cial responsibility (CSR) standards. 

“Environmental issues are very 
important to us,” says Mitsuharu 
Terayama, President and CEO of 
Asahi Holdings, conveying a senti-
ment felt widely across the country 
and its businesses. “I believe that the 
world’s interest in the environment 
has decreased somewhat in recent 
years because of various political 
issues we are facing. The leaders of 
the world must take climate change 
into consideration more seriously.” 

Following COP21 and the recom-
mencement of the G7 environment 
ministers’ meeting this month, gov-
ernments are beginning to catch 
on says Mr. Terayama, however he 
stresses that it is vital for the pri-
vate sector to set a good example 
too.  Since its establishment in 
1952 for instance, Asahi Holdings 
has been recycling precious metals 
and has continually aimed to be the 
foremost company in eco-business, 
working to develop technologies, 
products and services, and leading 
PUIFS�m�SNT�JO�BDUJWJUJFT�UP�QSFTFSWF�
the global environment.  

Aside from air pollution, one of 
the biggest environmental issues 
in Japan today is waste manage-
ment.  Modern day cultures pro-
duce a lot of trash, and on a small 
island nation like Japan, there is 
only so much room. Asahi Holdings, 
which specializes in waste disposal, 
is at the forefront of tackling this 
problem, detoxifying and properly 
disposing all types of waste, and 
promoting the realization of a sus-
tainable, recycling-oriented society. 

“I believe that it is of the ut-
most importance as a business to 

be contributing to the conserva-
tion and improvement of the envi-
ronment,” explains Mr. Terayama. 
“It is something which has been 
entrusted to us by the next gen-
eration, and we must not destroy 
it while it is in our hands.”

AGC Asahi Glass is another 
company that abides by this ethos.   
“How are we going to address en-
vironment issues through the prod-
ucts we offer the market?” asks 
President and CEO, Takuya Shima-
mura.  “Well, in the area of glass, 
we offer high insulating glass, in 
the chemical segment we produce 
air conditioning gas to reduce CO2 
emission, and in ceramics, by apply-
ing inorganic ceramics on the roads 
we can alleviate UHI (urban heat is-
land phenomenon) by almost 10%.” 

Such responsible measures 
taken by large businesses like AGC 
Asahi Glass to reduce their contribu-
tion to UHI and carbon emissions 
from their everyday operations will 
be vital as Japan faces up to its en-
vironmental issues on a macro-scale. 
"T�UIF�XPSME�T�m�GUI�CJHHFTU�FNJUUFS�

of CO2, there is a particular onus on 
Japan to combat climate change, 
and one of the most important 
facets of the country’s strategy to 
reduce carbon emissions and im-
QSPWF� FOFSHZ� FGm�DJFODZ� CZ� �����
is to increase the use of renewable 
energies. Indeed Japan has under-
gone a renewable energy revolution 
since the Fukushima disaster in 2011 
which led to all of the country’s nu-
clear reactors being shut down, with 
the country’s solar power capacity 
having shot up from 4.9 gigawatts 
(GW) that year to 23.3 GW today.  
Now Japan wants to more than 
double its solar capacity to 53.3 GW 
over the next 14 years, and helping 
to realize that goal will be compa-
nies such as TMEIC.  

“TMEIC currently promotes 
‘Triple-E’ as our company catch-
phrase,” explains Kiyotaka Machida, 
President and CEO of the Toshiba 
and Mitsubishi joint venture. “The 
UISFF� A&T��SFGFS�UP�FOFSHZ�FGm�DJFODZ�
and ecology, and signify our idea of 
contributing to the environment by 
NBLJOH�FGm�DJFOU�VTF�PG�FOFSHZ�w��

Industry leaders at core of Japan’s sustainability drive

There is an increasing trend toward environ-
mental sustainability and social responsibility 
throughout Japan, especially following the 
2011 Tohoku disaster, but also thanks to the 
globalization push instilled by Abenomics



By developing high cost-perfor-
mance and high quality generators 
and power converters, and using 
cutting-edge technologies of ro-
tating machinery and power elec-
tronics, TMEIC is instrumental in 
promoting green energy systems 
in Japan and the use of renewable 
energies globally through its oper-
ations across the world.   “The ba-
sic concept of CO2 reduction and 
energy saving is to use renewable 
energy to the highest extent pos-
sible while not wasting electricity,” 
explains Mr. Machida. “In this re-
spect, I believe that as a company, 
we truly contribute to promoting 
widespread use of renewable ener-

gy with our PV inverters (a device 
that converts currents from solar 
panels onto an electrical grid), 
while also offering power sources, 
motors and systems that are the 
basic elements for converting elec-
tricity into physical energy.” 

Mr. Machida continues: “We 
are very unique in the world in 
a way that we are a specialized 
manufacturer possessing motors, 
power electronics and system so-
lutions as core technologies. We 
will leverage these three core tech-
nologies as we strive to contribute 
to solving various environmental 
and energy issues.”

The efforts of TMEIC are un-
doubtedly indicative of the aug-
mented focus of Japanese business-
es over recent years to implement 
more sustainable practices, not only 
with regards to environmental re-
sponsibility but in their contribution 
to society in general.  While CSR 
initiatives are nothing new to Japan 
(in fact many attribute the tradi-
tionally high level of social aware-
ness of Japanese businesses to the 
country’s ancient virtue of Omote-
nashi, or hospitality), the growing 
trend of sustainability amongst 
EPNFTUJD�m�SNT�JT�TBJE�UP�IBWF�CFFO�

sparked by another national corpo-
rate trend – globalization.    

With sustainability having be-
come an important criterion for 
business conduct in the global 
economy, social responsibility has 
become essential for the increas-
ing number of Japanese companies 
looking to invest in overseas mar-
kets.  As Teruhisa Ueda, President 
and CEO of Shimadzu Corpora-
tion explains, this drive towards 
globalization combined with the 
inherent Japanese morals inspired 
by Omotenashi is in turn propel-
ling more sustainable practices. 
“Through our 140 years of his-
tory, we have learned that simply 

pursuing high numbers and sales 
results will not allow us to achieve 
our objectives,” he says. “In fact, by 
always thinking how we can con-
tribute more to society and create 
high value services that meet the 
demand, the results inevitably fol-
low. Today, we are contributing to 
society by collaborating with all our 
customers in Japan and overseas.”

As more and more Japanese 
m�SNT� GPMMPX� JO� UIF� GPPUTUFQT� PG�
Shimadzu and either begin or ex-
pand their international operations 
over the coming years, expect to 
TFF�+BQBO�*OD��n�Z�UIF�n�BH�GPS�FOWJ�
ronmental and social responsibility 
both at home, and abroad.  

“TMEIC promotes 
‘Triple-E’ as our company 

catchphrase. It  refers 
UP�FOFSHZ�FGm�DJFODZ�BOE�
FDPMPHZ�BOE�TJHOJm�FT�PVS�

idea of contributing to the 
environment by making 
FGm�DJFOU�VTF�PG�FOFSHZ�w��

Kiyotaka Machida, 

President & CEO, TMEIC

“We are recognized as an 
excellent company that 
exists in a sound manner. 
In Japan we always try 
to sustain a company 
for the long-term rather 
than create momentarily 
CJH�QSPm�UT�w

Suichi Kato, 

Chairman & CEO, K’s Holdings



Earlier this year, the results of 
Japan’s latest census were re-
leased and revealed that the 
DPVOUSZ�T� QPQVMBUJPO� IBT� PGm��
cially shrunk. It has decreased 
by almost a million people in 
UIF� MBTU�m�WF� ZFBST� EPXO� GSPN�
just over 128 million people in 
2010 to 127.1 million in 2015. 

Despite being fully antici-
pated by the Japanese gov-
ernment and wider public, a 
declining population poses a 
number of demographic chal-
lenges.  The combination of a 
low birth rate and a growing 
life expectancy means that 
Japan’s population is not only 
shrinking, but also aging. With 
the proportion of working 
age people falling, the result-
ing smaller labor force could 
struggle to drive the country’s 
future economic growth.  

It isn’t a problem that’s 
unique to Japan, however.  
The World Economic Forum’s 
Global Agenda Council on Ag-
ing predicts that over the next 
four decades the rapid aging 
of populations will be one of 
the biggest issues affecting 
the world, having a significant 
impact on areas such as social 
welfare, public health and eco-
nomic prosperity.

Although Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe has made tackling 
the problem a priority, many 
experts say that the loom-
ing demographic crisis will be 
extremely difficult to avoid. 
However, with every chal-
lenge comes an opportunity. 
With rising concerns over how 
to provide care for increas-
ing numbers of older people, 

many leading companies are 
choosing to diversify into the 
sectors of health and life care 
services in order to both help 
Japan through its challenges, 
and also to capitalize on them.

“The life and health sector is 
one in which everyone should 
capitalize on, because there is 
a global increase of health con-
sciousness, as well as an aging 
society,” explains Mitsuharu 
Terayama, President and CEO of 
Asahi Holdings, which is now di-
versifying into the manufacture 
of massage chairs and other 
healthcare equipment.  “It has 
only been a year since we start-
ed this business with the acqui-
sition,” says Mr. Terayama. “The 
company that we acquired has 
various channels within this sec-
tor, so we are now working to 
m�OE�BOE�TFMFDU�XIBU�IFBMUIDBSF�
QSPEVDUT�CFTU�m�U�UIF�OFFET�BOE�
BMTP�NBLF�JU�QSPm�UBCMF�w

In addition to pursuing 
growth, the decision to diversi-
fy was also driven by the desire 
to actively contribute towards 
the country’s demographic di-
lemma, adds the Asahi Holdings 
chief. “Japan is suffering from a 
WFSZ�CBE�m�TDBM�TUBUF�BU�UIF�NP�
ment, one of the reasons is the 
increasing amount of medical 
and social security costs that 
the government must burden 
because of the aging popula-
tion. If people become health-
ier, it will create less cost, so 
we want to contribute to peo-
ple’s health through our life and 
health business.”

With the demographic trans-
formation and the great need 
for modernization throughout 
the health sector set to create 
a strong growing demand for 
medical equipment, care and 

health services, as well as the 
need for greater investment in 
biotechnology, companies like 
Shimadzu Corporation are also 
eager to expand their opera-
tions in these growing sectors. 

“The core of our business 
is science and technology, and 
BGUFSXBSET� XF� m�OE� BSFBT� UIBU�
they can be applied to,” says 
President and CEO, Teruhisa 
Ueda. “Our important focus 
now is our efforts into research 
and development, particularly 
the integration of analysis 
equipment into medical tech-
nologies. For example, in the 
case of cancer, our aim is to 
create a possibility of earlier 
detection so that cancer cells 
can be removed while they’re 
still small, because we know 
that if we do so, people have 
a bigger chance to recover. 
Therefore, by creating this syn-
ergy between medical and ana-
lytic instruments, particularly 
through analysis of blood and 
PG� CPEJMZ� n�VJET� XF� UIJOL� XF�
can contribute to an earlier di-
agnosis of these diseases,” Mr. 
6FEB�BGm�SNT�FNQIBTJ[JOH�UIBU�
he believes the medical seg-
ment of the business to be the 
future of his company.

Along with healthcare and 
biotechnology, information 
and communication technol-
ogy is also a sector that is 
set for unprecedented growth 
thanks to Japan’s changing de-
mographic dynamics.  With the 
number of working age people 
on the slump, the evolution of 
technology is being seen as a 
solution to a decreasing labor 
force as a way of increasing 
productivity. Some of the most 
promising areas for the private 
sector to take advantage of in 

this respect are the develop-
ment of e-commerce services 
and robotics, or artificial intel-
ligence (AI). 

“The world is changing dras-
tically and rapidly, and this is 
led by the speedy evolution 
of the IT sector,” says Hiroshi 
Ohnishi, President and CEO of 
Isetan Mitsukoshi Holdings, 
which is behind Japan’s biggest 
chain of department stores. 
“Two years ago we reorganized 
and boosted our e-commerce 
segment which led to a 20 to 
30% increase in sales. Out of 
total sales of our business, it 
is still a very low percentage,” 
he explains.  “American depart-
ment stores on average take in 
the sales from e-commerce of 
about 20 to 25% of their to-
tal sales whereas in Japan it is 
only 1 to 2% of the total, which 
actually means there’s a lot of 
potential for us. We are look-
ing into how we can capitalize 
on ICT in order to create a new 
business model.” 

Another company which sees 
the vast potential of e-com-

Changing demographic dynamics offer 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�EXVLQHVV�GLYHUVL��FDWLRQ

While Japan’s declining 
and aging population 
is set to cause a demo-
graphic and economic 
headache, it is also pre-
senting opportunities 
for Japanese companies 
wishing to diversify into 
the growing sectors of 
health and life care, ICT, 
and robotics 

“The world is changing 
drastically and rapidly, 

and this is led by the 
speedy evolution of 

the IT sector. We are 
looking into how we 

can capitalize on ICT in 
order to create a new 

business model.” 

Hiroshi Ohnishi, President & CEO, 

Isetan Mitsukoshi Holdings

“The future of health care 
goes towards preventative 

medicine and maintain-
JOH�QSPQFS�IFBMUI��*�m�SNMZ�
believe that creating this 

synergy of medical and 
analytic instruments to 

improve our diagnostics is 
the future of Shimadzu.”

Teruhisa Ueda 

President and CEO,  Shimadzu

Proudly sponsored by:



merce and is evolving its busi-
ness accordingly is Daifuku. “The 
market is always changing,” 
says Masaki Hojo, President and 
CEO. “Ten years ago, Daifuku 
enjoyed being at the forefront 
of providing material handling 
TZTUFNT�UP�UIF�n�BU�QBOFM�EJTQMBZ�
industry in Japan. Now, we are 
concentrating on developing the 
distribution automation for the 
e-commerce sector. We are al-
ways developing new technolo-
gies and ideas to contribute to 
DVTUPNFS� PQFSBUJPO� FGm�DJFODZ�
and we are looking to grow our 
business further in this sector, 
maybe twice of what it is now. 
The business potential for the 
future is very good.”

“We live in a society where 
everything is changing at 
breakneck speed,” agrees Mino-
ru Tanaka, President of Kakaku.
com, a pioneer of Japanese 
e-commerce and the coun-
try’s price comparison website 
kings. “Especially in terms of 
smart phone usage which has 
been a very disruptive force in 
many sectors, not just the In-
ternet, but anything from food 
to services. Of course, we are 

trying to harness this as well.”  
Kakaku.com is particularly 

well placed to capitalize on the 
double edged sword posed by 
an aging population. With Ja-
pan experiencing sluggish wage 
growth over the last decade 
or so, one major reason attrib-
uted to this is higher rates of 
retirement, as high-wage baby-
boomers are being replaced by 
low-wage young workers and 
the growing ranks of elderly 
are increasingly tapping into 
their savings. For Kakaku.com, 
less disposable incomes actually 
make for better business. “Peo-
ple are becoming very cost con-
scious, in terms of their day to 
day spending, and that goes for 
utility costs as well,” explains 
Mr. Tanaka. “Due to that, we 
think that the price comparison 
service that we can provide to 
the Japanese household through 
our website will probably gain 
quite a bit of popularity.” 

As Japan’s demographic and 
economic dynamics continue to 
transform, the country’s busi-
nesses evidently have to adapt 
and generally become more in-
novative. Such is Japan’s exper-

UJTF�JO�TDJFOUJm�D�BOE�UFDIOPMPHJ�
cal invention, even robots are 
now becoming common place 
and increasingly seen as a vi-
able answer to the nation’s la-
bor shortages. This is especially 
the case since Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe’s promise of a “robot 
revolution”, which will see de-
regulation and research funding 
eventually double Japan’s robot 
market size from 600 billion yen 
($5 billion) to 1.2 trillion yen.

USEN Corporation recently 
teamed up with Unirobot Inc. 
to explore more opportunities 
in the sector, for instance. “We 
have not made any concrete 
decisions,” says USEN Presi-
dent Kimimasa Tamura. “But in 
this aging society, I’m looking 
for a different type of business 
which can add value to our ser-
vices in combination with our 
automatic payment systems.”

“AI is evolving at a fast rate,” 
adds Mr. Terayama, Asahi Hold-
ings President. “It’s not that 
robots are going to be better 
BU� FWFSZUIJOH� CVU� XF� BSF� EFm��
nitely considering using AI for 
our customer service at our 
stores in the future.”  

“We are always develop-
ing new technologies 

and ideas to contribute 
to customer operation 
FGm�DJFODZ�BOE�XF�BSF�

looking to grow our 
business further in the 

e-commerce sector. The 
business potential for the 

future is very good.” 

Masaki Hojo, 

President & CEO, Daifuku

“The life and health 
sector is one in which 
everyone should capi-

talize on, because there 
is a global increase of 

health consciousness, as 
well as an aging society. 

We are now working 
UP�m�OE�BOE�TFMFDU�

healthcare products.” 

Mitsuharu Terayama, 

President & CEO, Asahi Holdings



Spectacular cherry blossom dis-
plays, stunning Shinto temples 
and shrines, a fresh and light cui-
sine popular around the world, 
state-of-the-art transport and the 
unfailingly polite locals have long 
drawn foreign visitors to Japan. 

However it is with the added 
factor of easier visa regulations 
and a weak yen against the rising 
strength of the U.S. dollar and 
other currencies that have really 
helped fuel the recent unprec-
edented tourism boom as the 
country prepares for the 2020 
Olympic Games – an event which 
will further showcase Japan to 
the world.

The proof is in the numbers. 
In 2015, foreign arrivals soared 
to 19.7 million, up some 30% 
from the previous year and 
an astounding quadrupling of 
the 5.2 million in 2003, in part 
thanks to the government’s am-
bitious “Visit Japan” campaign 
launched that year. 

At the same time, the visi-
tors spent a record 3.5 trillion 
yen ($31 billion) in 2015 or more 
than 70% than the year before, 
SFn�FDUJOH� UIF� GBDU� UIBU� +BQBO�
not only boasts unique cultural 
and historical attractions, but 
JT�BMTP�m�SNMZ�FTUBCMJTIFE�BT�UIF�
premiere destination for the lat-
est style, whether it’s fashion, 
food or other fun trends. 

Where else but in Japan, for 
example, could a visitor check 
into a Godzilla-themed hotel, 
dine at a robot restaurant with 
a dinner show featuring human-
oid dancers and singers or take 
part in a festival dedicated to 
anime cartoons? 

Now, in a bid to increase 
tourism revenue aimed at boost-
ing the economy, Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe’s government is 
working to double the current 
number of foreign visitors to 40 
million by 2020.

“Today we have decided a 
new vision for tourism,” Abe said 
when announcing the new tar-
gets. “Tourism is an important pil-
lar of our country’s growth strat-
egy, and a trump card for regional 
revitalization. In order to estab-
lish a tourism-based country, I’m 
determined to take any political 
measures in advance to be fully 
prepared,” he added. 

0Gm�DJBMT� TBZ� UIFTF� NFBTVSFT�
would include further steps to 
facilitate tourist visas, launch a 
promotional effort abroad for the 
country’s national parks and mon-
VNFOUT�BOE�JNQSPWF�n�JHIU�BDDFTT��

Japanese companies in sec-
tors other than tourism are em-
bracing the efforts and jumping 
into the market. Music distributor 
and ICT company USEN Corpora-
tion, for example, just opened its 
m�STU� MPDBM�TUZMF� DBQTVMF� IPUFM� JO�
Tokyo’s hip Shibuya district aimed 
at introducing foreign travelers to 
Japanese cultural traditions. 

“When you are a guest at 
the hotel, you are given a sum-
mer kimono called the yukata to 
wear around town, eat locally 
grown and prepared Japanese 
food and purchase traditional 
products,” explains USEN Presi-
dent Kimimasa Tamura.

USEN also operates the “Cozy 
Japan” website which the Presi-
dent says provides information 
for visitors on booking accommo-
dations of all types, plus sightsee-
ing, dining and travel tips. 

Software and services com-
pany Kakaku.com, which runs 
Japan’s online retail giant, has 
entered the web restaurant 
review and reservation sector 
used by travelers with Tabelog 
XIJDI�IBT�OPX�PQFOFE�BO�PGm�DF�

in New York and is offering its 
service in the United States.

“Travel-related businesses are 
very lucrative for the group and 
the U.S. market is a high prior-
ity for Tabelog,” explains Kakaku 
President Minoru Tanaka. “Of 
course, our big competitor there 
is Yelp, but we offer a site that is 
simpler, shorter and more com-
prehensive. I think that is the big 
difference. Wanting to eat a deli-
cious meal in a world-renowned 

restaurant has universal appeal 
for travelers so I think whether in 
Japan or the United States, there 
is room for more than one player.” 

Another non-travel sector 
DPNQBOZ� CFOFm�UUJOH� GSPN� UIF�
tourism boom is Isetan Mitsu-
koshi Holdings which operates 
department stores that are reg-
istering increased sales from the 
Chinese tourists taking advan-
tage of the relaxed visa rules. 

“Chinese visitors account for 
25% of sales at our store in the 
Ginza district and some 10% at 
our main store in Shinjuku,” says 
President and CEO Hiroshi Ohnishi. 

Mr. Ohnishi explains that 
while he would like to cater pri-
marily to the local needs, he ac-
cepts that the Japanese market 
is shrinking and the company 
has to also cater to such a sig-
OJm�DBOU� DVTUPNFS� CBTF� BT� UIF�
tourists. “It seems that foreign-
ers are very aware of the ex-
cellence and value of Japanese 
goods and we are also trying to 
convey that same message to 
our fellow Japanese,” he says. 

‘Cool Japan’ keeps breaking tourism records

Tourist arrivals in Japan
Rolling 12-month sum, people (m)
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The tourism boom is one 
PG�UIF�CFOFm�UT�PG�"CF�
nomics changing mind-
sets in Japan and opening 
up the country to the rest 
of the world, with many 
businesses eager to jump 
into one of the economy’s 
brightest markets



Japan, with its famously unique 
traditions and customs, has al-
ways been considered curiously 
‘different’ by the rest of the world. 
A source of endless curiosity to 
foreigners, its countless cultural 
quirks have earned it a reputation 
as a land of wonder and intrigue. 
For many Japanese on the other 
hand, their cultural individuality 
has sometimes been a source of 
self consciousness. After all, as 
the old Japanese proverb goes: “A 
nail that sticks out will be ham-
mered down.” In other words, be-
ing different doesn’t come all that 
naturally to Japan.

However, as globalization  
takes hold of the country, times 
are rapidly changing. With a 
growing number of domestic 
companies now breaking into 
international markets, many are 
quickly becoming better aware 
of what sets them apart and are 
actively embracing it. It is a new 
way of thinking captured by the 

government’s ‘Cool Japan’ initia-
tive, which has set out to promote 
some of the nation’s most unique 
cultural outputs overseas, such as 
anime and manga. 

On the back of this, the G7 
Summit taking place this month 
will shine an unprecedented spot-
light on the country – an oppor-
tunity that Japanese government 
and businesses will no doubt be 
keen to exploit in order to proudly 
communicate what makes them 
different, and how this makes Ja-
pan competitive. 

Where the Abe administration 
has focused on the country’s so-
called “coolness”, business lead-
ers such as Isetan Mitsukoshi say 
that certain traditional ideas that 
are unique to the nation should 
also be promoted. “The world has 
their eyes on Japan like never be-
fore,” says Hiroshi Ohnishi. “So we 
must take advantage of this op-
portunity to accurately communi-
cate Japanese virtues.”

As Mr. Ohnishi points out,  much 
of Japan’s historic economic suc-
cess and evolution of its society can 
be attributed to the seven virtues of 
the samurai, which roughly trans-
late as righteousness, courage, be-
nevolence, respect, honesty, honor, 
and loyalty. To this day, the code of 
Bushido remains the nation’s moral 
mCFS� BOE� TFU� PG� QSJODJQMFT� UIBU�
guide everyday life. Through the 
company’s recently launched ‘This 
is Japan’ corporate campaign, Ise-
tan Mitsukoshi is working to raise 
awareness of Japanese virtues 
overseas. But how exactly does the 
CVTJOFTT�BJN�UP�QSPmU 

 “In order for department 
TUPSFT�UP�TVSWJWF�XF�OFFE�UP�mOE�
what makes us unique and what 
we can provide that nowhere 
else can,” explains Mr. Ohnishi.  
“One of the things that we would 
like to communicate is the spirit 
of Omotenashi.”

Omotenashi, in a nutshell, is 
Japan’s unique approach to hospi-
tality – the essence of which Japa-
nese department stores like Isetan 
Mitsukoshi embody on a daily ba-
sis. Practicing Omotenashi involves 
the subjugation of self in service to 
a guest, or put simply, going “the 
extra mile” – and then some.  It is 
a concept already translated suc-
cessfully by some global Japanese 
companies who regularly send for-
eign staff to Japan to train in the 
“Japanese way” of customer ser-
vice.  Isetan Mitsukoshi will look 
to emulate this as the company 
expands abroad says Mr. Ohnishi. 

With Omotenashi UPEBZ�mSNMZ�
engrained in Japan’s business cul-
ture, it joins a whole list of other 
values that Japan champions in 
the workplace and which its busi-
ness community would do well to 
communicate abroad. For instance, 
“In Japan there is a famous word 
called Ganbaru, which means 
to work hard,” explains Shuichi 
Kato, Chairman of K’s Holdings, 
the consumer electronics chain.  
More than that, Ganbaru typically 
means – as with Omotenashi – to 
go beyond the call of duty. While 
Mr. Kato believes that Ganbaru 
can be taken to the extreme by 
some companies and eager-to-
please employees, it is a trait that 
has bestowed Japan a reputation 

for resilience and tenacity, and one 
that has had many other econo-
mies looking on enviously.   

It is this work ethic along with 
another predominant Japanese 
characteristic called Kodawari 
(the uncompromising devotion to a 
pursuit) that gives the country yet 
another strength to draw from; an 
almost uncanny attention to detail 
	UIJOL�TVTIJ�PS�UIF�OBUJPO�T�BGmOJUZ�
for graphic arts, design and high 
technology).  “The ability to create 
and a delicate care to detail is the 
basis of our culture,” says Teruhisa 
Ueda, President and CEO of Shi-
madzu Corporation. “Nowadays, 
manufacturing is coming to a mo-
lecular level so it’s going to become 
important for many Japanese com-
panies to improve the sensitivity, 
delicateness and high quality of our 
products.” In order to do this, and 
generally become more competi-
tive in the global marketplace, Mr. 
Ueda says Japan should evolve its 
long held emphasis on the value 
of teamwork, which is arguably 
UIF� HSFBUFTU� JOnVFODF� UIF� DPVO-
try’s business culture has had on 
the western world over the years. 
Teamwork doesn’t just call for col-
laboration within one company, 
explains Mr. Ueda, but cooperation 
between multiple businesses.

“American and European busi-
nesses are [often] going to have 
a larger scale than us,” he says. 
“While some [Japanese] compa-
nies may be of a smaller magni-
tude, as long as these companies 
become aware of their strengths, 
collaborate and create a network, 
we will be able to contribute to 
the global market.”

Kiyotaka Machida, President  
and CEO of TMEIC agrees that 
for domestic businesses to really 
get a step ahead, identifying the 
country’s strengths, embracing its 
cultural differences, and proudly 
displaying them to the world, will 
be key as Japan moves forward. 
“My hope is for other countries 
to recognize Japan in terms of 
its culture and values,” he says. 
“These can all be considered as in-
tegral to the brand of Japan, and 
I would like people who come to 
the G7 summit to experience 
Japan, and to truly understand 
what it is all about.” 

Cultural uniqueness essential to Japan’s rebranding
As the country embraces globalization, it is also encouraged to embrace its distinct cultural characteristics as a 
way of promoting the Japanese brand abroad 
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HEART-STOPPER: 
Only young people 
are at risk because 
their thoraxes 
aren’t yet fully 
developed. 
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IN 2010, Thomas Adams, a 16-year-old from New 
Jersey, died on the baseball field. He was warm-
ing up a pitcher and got hit in the chest with a 
ball. He stood up, said, “I can’t breathe” and 
then collapsed, dying almost instantly.

Although it seems unbelievable, every year 
approximately 15 athletes of high school age or 
younger die when a blow to the area over the 
heart’s left ventricle in the 0.0005 of a second 
between heartbeats stops the heart. In the U.S., 
commotio cordis is most common in baseball 
but happens in lacrosse as well; overseas, soccer 
and cricket are the most dangerous sports. Only 
young athletes, whose thoraxes are not yet fully 
developed, are at risk, and even heavy gear like 
the catcher’s chest protector Adams was wearing 
when he was hit can’t help. 

Rob Vito was shocked when he heard about 
Adams’s death. Vito is CEO of Unequal Technol-
ogies, which uses military-grade composites for 
protective sports gear, but he had never heard of 

commotio cordis. He talked to Dr. Mark Link of 
Tufts University, who has studied the phenom-
enon for decades. The two decided to team up. 

It took nearly five years before they came up 
with a composite that could protect against all 
sorts of different impact speeds and types of pro-
jectiles, Vito says, but also be light, thin and flexi-
ble enough to be worn not just as chest protectors 
by catchers but also as a protective undershirt by 
fielders and athletes in other sports. A group of 
doctors from the New England Cardiac Arrhyth-
mia Center at Boston’s Tufts Medical Center 
tested Vito’s product in the lab. The results, pub-
lished in March 2016 in the Clinical Journal of 
Sports Medicine, said the materials were likely to 
be effective in stopping commotio cordis. 

With those results in hand, Vito plans to take 
the product to youth leagues. After that, he says, 
Unequal will try to partner with a major sports 
manufacturing company to get the equipment out 
to retail customers worldwide. 

BEST PROTECT YA CHEST
Protective gear as light as a T-shirt 
could save the lives of young athletes 
at risk for commotio cordis

BY  
STUART MILLER 

 UNEQUAL  
 TECHNOLOGIES  

 CHEST GUARD 
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about sports instead of money, (2) make peace 
with regulators and (3) merge. At least two of 
those moves seem to be in the works.

The way the companies went wrong points to 
how they can turn it around. FanDuel gave birth 
to daily fantasy sports, and to hear the founders 
tell it, the value proposition was never intended 
to be “win a jackpot.” It was supposed to be a 
game so fun sports fans would pay to play it.

I recently interviewed FanDuel co-founder 
Tom Griffiths in front of an audience at New 
York University. We got to talking about the 
FanDuel story. The founders, all from the U.K., 
met in Edinburgh, Scotland. Two had advanced 
degrees in artificial intelligence, one had been 
a mathematician, and one studied industrial 
design. Before starting FanDuel, they built a 
site called Hubdub, a prediction market where 
people could buy and sell virtual shares (with 
virtual money) in the outcome of news events. 
Hubdub was a complex site that hardly anyone 
used, and it had no business model—things that 
are, to say the least, problematic for a startup.

As Hubdub tanked, the group brainstormed 
other ideas. They turned to data from Hubdub, 
which told them that more than any other topic, 
users loved predicting the outcome of sports. That 
led to a conversation about fantasy sports. “We’d 
learned that short-form predictions are really fun, 
and we saw that fantasy sports are a big market, 
so how can we combine the two?” Griffiths asked. 

DAILY FANTASY SPORTS, led by FanDuel and 
DraftKings, may be on the verge of becom-
ing one of the most important fan engagement 
inventions ever, up there with baseball cards and 
sports talk radio. Or the companies might drive 
the whole concept into irrelevance if they keep 
doing what they’ve been doing the past couple of 
years, like pitching their games as a kind of rou-
lette for bros, agitating regulators and fighting a 
cash-sucking war against each other.

The sports ecosystem really wants these com-
panies to succeed. As the term implies, daily 
fantasy sports games last a day instead of a sea-
son and are packaged in app-size chunks for the 
smartphone generation. The major sports leagues 
know daily fantasy games can draw fans closer 
and get them hooked on a sport. Broadcasters 
know that daily fantasy pulls fans to TV screens to 
watch their chosen players. This is why MLB, the 
NHL, several NFL teams, Comcast and others in 
that world are investors in or partners with either 
FanDuel or DraftKings. 

Looking ahead, daily fantasy games should 
get only better and more engaging. Nobody 
now can be a fantasy fan of some NFL left 
guard because no statistics show how a left 
guard performs. In coming years, sensors and 
motion-tracking cameras will change that.

So this business is teed up for FanDuel and 
DraftKings. And to avoid blowing it, they likely 
need to do three things: (1) get back to being 

FANDUEL TO THE DEATH
The big daily fantasy sports  
sites can survive, but only if 
they show a little teamwork

BY  
KEVIN MANEY

 @kmaney
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The answer led them to build FanDuel.
While testing the product, they found that 

people wanted to play for real money, not virtual 
money. Then they found that ads about winning 
money pulled in more new users than ads about 
a fun game. Hungry for success, FanDuel took 
a marketing fork in the road that positioned the 
game more like a lottery than a sports hobby. 

At that point, enter DraftKings, founded three 
years after FanDuel. In its first 18 months, it raised 
around $75 million, so it had the bank to compete 
against FanDuel on the one feature that reliably 
won new customers: the amount of cash pay-
outs. By 2015, the two were in an all-out war, each 
spending millions on ads that focused on one- 
upping each other on promises of winning big.

Sure enough, all those competing ads got the 
public’s attention. Daily fantasy participation 
rocketed. FanDuel’s revenue grew from $14 
million in 2013 to $57 million in 2014, and an 
estimated $100 million last year. But this also 
got the attention of officials in states such as 
New York and Nevada. They saw the promises 
of cash payouts and concluded the games look a 
lot like gambling. FanDuel and DraftKings ran 
into regulatory buzz saws. The category’s very 
success threatened to get it killed.

Which leads to the way the category can get out 
of its mess. First, there’s getting back to the roots 
of the idea. FanDuel’s Griffiths seems to get it. 
He talked to me about moving forward “in a way 

that perhaps repositions the way we talk about the 
category so that it’s less about money and more 
about fun.” He suggested that we’ll see a different 
sensibility in the company’s marketing. If Fan-
Duel and DraftKings can manage to be seen as 
fantasy sports instead of as gambling, they’ll have 
a better chance with regulators and an even better 
relationship with the sports leagues.

The companies are starting to work with states to 
create regulations, with a goal of operating within 
the rules instead of testing the rules. “We’re at 
the point now where there are 30 states that have 
got bills, legislation and regulation introduced or 
even passed that clarify the situation for the cate-
gory,” Griffiths told me. “They recognize that this 
is a game format that millions of people love to 
play, so let’s make sure that it’s operated the right 

way. We’re all on board for that.” (This is clearly 
still a challenge, since the day after Griffiths said 
that, Alabama’s attorney general ordered the two 
companies to cease operations in his state.)

Then there’s the last item on that to-do list: a 
merger. Technology markets tend to be winner-
take-most. Users tend to like to be on sites where 
other users are, and they don’t want to have to 
evaluate their choices. Two equals in a long-term 
head-to-head fight can damage a category. Look 
how that played out in online freelance market-
places. Two companies, oDesk and Elance, fought 
each other, exhausting resources. Finally, in late 
2013, they merged, forming Upwork, which seems 
to be thriving. The same thing happened with 
Seamless and GrubHub. FanDuel and DraftKings 
would probably be better off going that route.

Griffiths, when we talked, wasn’t having it. “The 
be-all and end-all to us isn’t to create this mono-
lithic daily fantasy site,” he said. But he didn’t spe-
cifically say a merger would never happen.

So now you have the details and can make your 
own prediction. Will the daily fantasy sites win 
or lose? And if you make a bet on the outcome, is 
that a game or is it gambling? M
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THE LEAGUES KNOW 
DAILY FANTASY GAMES 
GET FANS HOOKED. 
BROADCASTERS  
KNOW THEY PULL  
FANS TO TV SCREENS.

+ 
WANNA BET? After 
geing banned in a 

few states, FanDuel 
and DraftKings 

are working with 
regulators to stay 

on the right side 
of the law, or write 

some new laws.
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IN HAWAII, natural landmarks fill the role of 
the mainland’s cardinal directions. That means 
saying a place is toward the mountains (mauka) 
or toward the sea (makai) but also, if you’re in 
Honolulu, toward or away from iconic Diamond 
Head, the volcanic ridge that steals the skyline 
from neighboring Waikiki Beach, where a less 

natural feature—the Ala Wai Canal—defines 
the area. Two miles long, palm-lined and stick-
straight, the broad channel is the culmination of 
the Ala Wai Watershed, which runs from a high 
point in the Ko‘olau Mountains all the way down 
to Waikiki Beach. Almost all the rain that is not 
absorbed by the ground in this urban watershed—

SURF’S WAY UP
If Hawaii can’t get the Ala Wai  
Canal Project off the ground, it 
might lose Waikiki Beach

BY  
KATIE OKAMOTO

 @okamoto__
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which encompasses eight of Honolulu’s densest 
neighborhoods, is home to more than 160,000 
people and welcomes additional 71,000 visitors 
every day—flows through the canal. 

The canal and its banks draw runners, dog 
walkers, canoe racers and even the occasional 
crabber and bamboo pole fisherman. On sunny 
days, it offers open views of the sharply pleated 
Ko‘olau Range to one side and Waikiki’s high-
rises to the other. But when it rains, it is a major 
point of vulnerability in this flood-prone city, 
making it the focus of a U.S. Army Corps of Engi-
neers plan to protect Waikiki from its waters. 

Up until 1921, when construction of the canal 
began, the area was mostly an estuary that sup-
ported the cultivation of banana, taro and other 
native crops, as well as freshwater fish. The 
Makiki, Manoa and Palolo streams ran, as they do 
today, through deep forested valleys toward the 
coast. By 1928, the civil engineering project had 
transformed the area, draining the land and pro-
viding landfill for real estate development. The 
project also rerouted the streams as they neared 
the ocean, directing them to a new canal—the 
Ala Wai—at its midpoint. Originally, the canal 
had been designed to flow out to the ocean from 
both of its ends, but the eastern cut to 
the ocean was never made. With three 
streams entering the canal and exit-
ing at only one point, the watershed’s 
ability to drain during heavy rains was 
seriously impaired.

Meanwhile, the quality of the 
watershed’s water tanked. Pad-
dlers have learned that the water is 
best seen and not touched; reports 
abound of scabs and skin infections 
attributed to contact with the canal 
after major storms. Surface runoff 
over the area’s many roads, parking lots and 
highways—which gather pesticides, heavy met-
als, pathogens, nutrients and trash—is largely 
to blame, although occasional but devastating 
sewage outflows have not helped.

In the upper watershed, shallow-rooted inva-
sive plants in the mountains have done a num-
ber on the protective forest canopy, contributing 
to soil erosion and sedimentation downstream. 
Trash and organic debris are drawn down the 
valleys with each rain, clogging drainage and 
building up layers of sediment. A $7.4 million 
dredging effort, completed in 2003 after the 
canal had shrunk to a depth of only a few inches 
in some spots, produced 185,801 cubic yards 
of “trash, debris and muck,” as the Honolulu 
Star-Advertiser put it. 

The risk is acute: The neighorhoods within 

the Ala Wai Watershed include high-rise apart-
ment buildings and hotels, single-family homes, 
commercial centers, K-12 schools, state univer-
sity buildings and vital infrastructure like hos-
pitals, fire stations and emergency care centers. 
Waikiki is also a valuable economic engine and 
employer in a state where tourism represents 
almost a quarter of the economy; by some esti-
mates, the Honolulu neighborhood generates 8 
percent of state gross domestic product and 9 
percent of tax revenue. 

This August, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
and Hawaii’s Department of Land and Natural 
Resources (DLNR) released a draft feasibility 
study for a flood mitigation project in the Ala 
Wai Watershed that could save the city and state 
$318 million in structural damages alone. The 

project’s authorized objective is to reduce the 
risk of river flooding, specifically from a “100-
year flood event,” which describes both the size 
of the flood and the statistical likelihood that it 
will occur. A 100-year flood—almost three times 
the flow rate of the canal’s maximum capac-
ity—would directly affect approximately 54,000 
residents, 80,000 Waikiki visitors and 3,000 
structures, according to the Corps of Engineers. 

The new Ala Wai Canal Project would increase 
the system’s capacity to contain these poten-
tial floods by distributing water retention basins 
throughout the watershed and building a 4-foot 
wall on both sides of the canal. Most of the basins 
would be located in the upper watershed and 
could also be equipped to catch large debris, 
while in town, open areas like the Ala Wai Golf 
Course would be altered so they could become 

REPORTS ABOUND OF  
SCABS AND SKIN INFEC-
TIONS ATTRIBUTED TO 
CONTACT WITH THE CANAL 
AFTER MAJOR STORMS.

+ 
WATERSHED: Built 
in the 1920s, the 
Ala Wai Canal is  
2 miles long, run-
ning from a high 
point in the Ko‘olau 
Mountains down 
to Waikiki Beach, 
passing high-rises 
on the way. 
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BURIED TREASURE: 
Waikiki Beach is a 
valuable economic 
engine in Hawaii, 
where tourism 
represents almost 
a quarter of the 
economy.
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 temporary retaining areas during floods. The plan 
was developed in collaboration with the DLNR 
and with input from the public, state and city over 
many years, but it is not without its critics. 

The loudest questions seem to be about the 
project’s scope. Federally tasked with mitigat-
ing the risk of flood, the Corps is limited in its 
ability to address the related chronic problems 
of degraded water quality and mountainside 
ecosystems, which pose a threat to public health 
and safety around the canal. And then there are 
the problems that come from the sea.

Hawaii’s obvious worries are tsunamis and 
hurricanes; the 2015 hurricane season threat-
ened the state with a record-setting 15 tropical 
storms. But along with climate change, heavy 
rains and their attendant floods, there may 
be a more persistent trouble. Steep-sloped 
Hawaii, prone to torrential downpours, is often 
described by scientists as “flashy”—meaning 
waterways can flood without warning. Sharp 
ridgelines, narrow valleys and shallow stream-
beds mean that the watershed has little storage 
capacity for intense rains. According 
to the Corps of Engineers, the Hawai-
ian Islands experienced a 12 percent 
increase in daily rainfall events over 
the past 30 years. 

Meanwhile, global sea level rise 
is accelerating at its fastest rate in 
28 centuries, a study in Proceedings 
of the National Academy of Sciences 
reported earlier this year; by 2100, 
average global sea level is expected 
to rise between 1 and 6 feet. The lat-
est projections, published in Nature in March, 
suggest that more than 13 million people may 
be at risk in the continental United States alone. 
In Hawaii, as the sea level rises, the rainwater 
that flows rapidly down from the mountains will 
encounter a kind of traffic jam once it hits the 
canal. “You have all this water coming down the 
watershed and no place for it to go,” says Chip 
Fletcher, who leads the Coastal Geology Group 
at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. 

Recognizing the state’s vulnerability to the 
impacts of climate change, the Hawaii Legis-
lature in 2014 passed legislation to take action, 
beginning with the formation of an Interagency 
Climate Adaptation Committee (ICAC) and a 
detailed report on sea level rise vulnerability. 
Due at the end of 2017, the report will focus 
on the complex interplay between factors like 
groundwater inundation and erosion. But what-
ever it finds, the greatest challenge will be find-
ing the resources to implement changes. 

Honolulu is just one of many cities now 

 recognizing the need to pre-emptively adapt to 
climate risk but lacking the resources and polit-
ical urgency that accompany storms like Sandy 
and Katrina. In the wake of such disasters, fed-
eral and state leadership—as well as the influx 
of funding from the Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency, the Department of Housing 
and Urban Development, the Department of 
Transportation, the Rockefeller Foundation and 
other sources—have unified state- and city-level 
efforts in Louisiana, New York and New Jersey 
to rethink what resilient neighborhoods, cities 
and infrastructure should look like and how they 
should get there. This includes reassessing real 

estate development patterns and focusing on 
soft infrastructure solutions like floodable water 
gardens, oysters as infrastructure and porous 
planters that slow runoff and filter storm  water. 

The challenge for Honolulu is getting to the 
finish line before the next storm hits. If given 
the go-ahead, the Ala Wai Canal Project could 
break ground by 2020—but that’s a very opti-
mistic estimate, according to a Corps spokes-
person. And those federal dollars will cover 
only about two-thirds of the costs; the DLNR 
will need to drum up funds for the remaining 35 
percent and develop a plan for yearly operations 
and maintenance.

Those living in other flood-prone cities may 
find they have a lot to learn from the Aloha State. 
Though still in its early stages, Hawaii’s ICAC 
reflects the growing consensus that climate 
change touches so many complex and connected 
issues that it cannot be fought in isolation. “Pili 
na mea a pau,” the ICAC’s site reads in Hawaiian: 
All things are related. 

 “YOU HAVE ALL THIS  
WATER COMING DOWN 
THE WATERSHED AND  
NO PLACE FOR IT TO GO.”
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+ 
TECHNOCRATS: 
Thomas Mid-
dleditch leads a 
ragtag crew of 
startup program-
mers on HBO’s 
Silicon Valley. 
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STYLE TELEVISION ART BOOKS DINING SOCIETY

Silicon Valley, the HBO series whose third sea-
son premiered on April 24, is television’s most 
earnest attempt to laugh at the code ninjas with-
out whom we’d have to live in a blandly analog 
world. The series was created by Mike Judge, the 
Zeus from whose brain sprung Beavis and Butt-
Head, in which he used hapless young men to 
poke fun at American society while also poking 
fun at those hapless young men. 

Nearly 25 years after the Great Cornholio first 
demanded TP for his bunghole, Judge’s formula 
is essentially unchanged, with four members of 
the file-compression startup Pied Piper living in 
a stoner’s shabby ranch house—sorry, residen-
tial coding collective—in Palo Alto, California. In 
the first season of Silicon Valley, Pied Piper won 
TechCrunch Disrupt, Silicon Valley’s equivalent 
of an Olympic gold medal. In the second season, 
it fended off a lawsuit by corporate behemoth 
Hooli (i.e., Google) and appeared to have fought 
off death, thanks to venture capital. 

I have seen the first three episodes of Silicon 
Valley’s third season, and as far as I can tell, they 

WALL STREET may be the heartless pillager of 
the American dream, but at least it has a sense 
of humor. The chaps in sweat-soaked Turn-
bull & Asser shirts trading weather derivatives 
have to know that what they do to earn a buck 
is preposterous, but as long as they’re not the 
punchline, the joke continues.

In recent years, money and influence have been 
migrating from Wall Street to Silicon Valley, home 
of the digital economy and those willing to throw 
billions at halfway-promising kombucha delivery 
startups. This is a disheartening development 
for those of us who like to laugh, because Silicon 
Valley has no use for laughter, which it seems to 
regard as a market inefficiency. For all the talk of 
apps that “delight,” humorlessness hangs over 
the tech world like Bay Area fog. Finance guys 
replenish themselves—or at least used to, I have 
been told by reliable sources—with trips to Scores, 
mountains of cocaine and wading pools of gin. In 
Silicon Valley, coders fear to look away from their 
screens, sating themselves with jugs of Soylent. 
Their cinematic due will be from Ridley Scott.

AN APP METAPHOR
Trying to make sense of Silicon Valley, 
Silicon Valley and its invisible blight

BY  
ALEXANDER  

NAZARYAN
 @alexnazaryan
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to make the world a better place, as the platitude 
has it, or make a billion, as SEC filings suggest, 
is a complex question—and there is no reason a 
comedy cannot tackle complex questions. Dave 
Eggers, in his brilliant Silicon Valley satire The Cir-
cle, did it. Judge, though, thinks equine sex can do 
the hard work of social criticism. It cannot.

Barker mocks Hendricks’s idealism, explain-
ing that “Pied Piper’s product is its stock. And 
whatever makes the value of that stock go 
up, that is what we’re going to make.” Valua-
tions are indeed the yearnings of Silicon Val-
ley, highlighting the philosophical difference 
between value and worth. For example, how 
could biomedical testing company Theranos 
have been valued at $9 billion when its tech-
nology is worthless? Why is Uber valued so 
much higher than Lyft, when the service the 
two ride-sharing companies provide is iden-
tical? The horse-humping scene is emblematic 
of Silicon Valley, which lurches between the seri-
ous and silly with disconcerting speed. Judge 
has clearly matured, but he still loves a dick joke. 

WOMEN DO NOT frequently become famous 
in Silicon Valley: Gotta lean in a little harder, 
gals! Nicole Jones is an exception, though for an 
unfortunate reason. In 2015, it was reported that 
she and her two very young children were living 
in a San Mateo garage, which she had outfitted 
as a studio and was renting for $1,000 a month. 

do not vary much in either tone or theme 
from the 18 episodes that preceded them. 
The founder of Pied Piper, Richard Hen-
dricks (a nervous Thomas Middleditch eter-
nally clad in a Zuckerbergian hoodie), has 
been deposed by investors as the company’s 
head, replaced by Jack Barker, a bespec-
tacled middle-aged technocrat in Brooks 
Brothers, nasal and gratingly cocksure. 

The new boss is played by the endearing 
Stephen Tobolowsky, here doing a superb 
impression of Eric Schmidt, who was charged 
in 2001 to turn “don’t be evil” Google into a 
global corporate behemoth that would boil 
kittens alive for market share. Pied Piper 
once dreamed of radically speeding up the 
exchange of information with its revolution-
ary compression algorithm; Barker explains 
to his youthful charges that their idea will be 
difficult to realize and even more difficult 
to sell. He has a more sound plan: Instead 
of compressing data, Pied Piper will store 
it in a box. That is, a physical box, sitting in 
a server farm. It’s not sexy, but it will scale. 
Even worse than a dream deferred, it turns 
out, is a dream fully funded. 

Silicon Valley keeps things light, and in the 
style of Judd Apatow, it is wholesome even when 
it is salacious, which mostly involves masturba-
tion jokes, bubbling bongs and mild, outworn 
ethnic jokes, usually at the expense of Asians. 
But the lightness is also a weakness, pulling Sil-
icon Valley into silliness whenever it seems to 
be on the cusp of an insight about why the hills 
south of San Francisco have become the object 
of world fascination, ambition and envy.

In a pivotal scene in the second episode of the 
third season, Hendricks confronts Barker, accus-
ing him of being an interloper intent on destroy-
ing Pied Piper, which was to be the “global 
standard for file compression and storage,” a 
technology on par with penicillin. “People who 
have nothing could suddenly have access to 
everything,” Hendricks says. “You know, every-
body in this industry, they say they wanna make 
this world a better place, but we could actually do 
it. We could do it—and make billions of dollars.” 

I have two complaints about this short speech. 
The first is that it is delivered in a stable, as two 
horses copulate off-screen. (They do it onscreen 
too—oh, the joys of cable.) The juxtaposition 
is funny but cheap, diminishing the force of  
the scene.

The deeper problem is Hendricks, whom Judge 
stuffs with every techie stereotype, from the anx-
ious stutter to the uneasy combination of ideal-
ism and ambition. Whether Silicon Valley wants 

+ 
THE PLASTICS: 
Though Judge’s 
Silicon Valley is an 
attempt to laugh 
at the otherwise 
humorless new 
techie generation, 
it leaves the same 
voices unheard as 
the real Silicon 
Valley does.
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Apparently, living in a garage is common in Sil-
icon Valley, as is four or five families sharing a 
house intended for one. This has increased the 
density of certain neighborhoods, leading to a 
problem that not even Silicon Valley has solved: 
the dearth of parking. 

I get the complaints of longtime residents: 
Teslas aren’t small. But tremendous pressures 
are at work, unleashed by some of the same 
people now bemoaning the parking crisis. As 
a housing advocate explained in a letter to the 
San Jose Mercury News, that city has a vacancy 
rate of 0.2 percent, the lowest in the nation. “It 
takes a wage of $54 an hour, or $112,500 a year, 
to afford the average two-bedroom, two-bath 
apartment in San Jose,” the writer noted. The 
baristas and cashiers at the Stanford Shopping 
Center aren’t quite making that. 

I first heard about San Jose’s parking woes 
from AnnMarie Zimmermann, who runs the 
Loaves & Fishes Family Kitchen, on the destitute 
east side of town. On the way there, I drove past 
a small homeless encampment; a much larger 
one, the notorious Jungle, was recently disman-
tled, as San Jose tries to lure tech companies 
fleeing the more expensive sections of Silicon 
Valley. Leaving the area later that afternoon, I 
drove past the campuses of tech 
companies, glass boxes fronted by 
ample parking lots. You pass from 
poverty to prosperity smoothly 
here, almost without noticing.

This contrast is commonly called 
inequality, though it’s closer to unre-
ality. Silicon Valley has created a dig-
ital world of rational efficiencies, but 
the people you see pushing shopping 
carts along the shoulder of Inter-
state 280 are stubbornly analog. 
There are visionaries in Silicon Valley figuring out 
how to store sunlight in batteries while others, not 
graced with the visionary spirit, get through the 
night by starting fires from piles of trash. 

The poor are as invisible on Silicon Valley as 
they are in Silicon Valley. It may be better that 
way, since contact between the two cultures has 
tended to end in catastrophe. Earlier this year, 
“tech bro” Justin Keller wrote an open letter to the 
mayor of San Francisco in which he complained, 
“I shouldn’t have to see the pain, struggle, and 
despair of homeless people to and from my way to 
work every day.” His biggest sin was not callous-
ness but honesty. He said what many here feel and 
whisper, but do not have the courage to tweet. 

Zimmermann was once a high-ranking tech 
executive. She tells me that the kitchen “saved 
her soul,” even if she’s paid a fraction of what she 

once made. She is part of a small but potent group 
of Silicon Valley activists, people who do unglam-
orous work that HBO will probably not celebrate. 

They do have an important new book: De-Bug: 
Voices From the Underside of Silicon Valley, oral 
histories edited by Raj Jayadev and Jean Mele-
saine, organizers at the social services not-for-
profit Silicon Valley De-Bug. The stories are 
short and brutal. Cecilia Chavez wrote about 
her father, a day laborer. “Don’t deceive him or 
trick him into doing your job without you having 
the intention to pay him, like many others have 
done,” she pleads. “K.S.” is a member of the 
maligned metal scavenger tribe. “But don’t get 
it confused,” he says. “I don’t steal or vandalize; 
I take and keep the environment clean.” 

De-Bug would make for more sophisticated 
entertainment than Silicon Valley. Not a comedy 

perhaps, but comic in one scene and tragic in the 
next, as moody and enthralling as the weather of 
the Northern California coast.

SILICON VALLEY as a place is far less compelling 
than it is as an idea. The land is green but feature-
less, like the terrain of a partially developed video 
game. Driving along Sand Hill Road, you would 
never know that behind its hedges toil the movers 
of global capital. I suspect they want it that way, 
lest someone feel the Bern a little too fervently.

In its suburban setting and its protagonists’ 
mainstream ambitions, Silicon Valley is a tradi-
tional American sitcom: Leave It to Beaver with 
Javascript and primo weed. And like its prede-
cessors, Silicon Valley dutifully ignores the unruly 
parts of American life. It’s sometimes very funny. 
I only wish it dared to be a little more disruptive. 

SILICON VALLEY HAS NO  
USE FOR LAUGHTER, WHICH 
IT APPEARS TO REGARD AS  
A MARKET INEFFICIENCY.
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LISTEN UP, because I don’t like having to  
repeat myself: Your dad was right. About what? 
About everything.

OK, maybe Pop didn’t have the goods on all 
of life’s existential debates (in the event of a 
head-on collision, for example, an extended 
arm is not a suitable substitute for a seat belt), 
but he was pretty smart, your old man. Sure, 
half the time he took his cues from your mom, 
but that’s not the issue here. And besides, he 
was wise enough to heed her advice, which only 
speaks further to his brilliance. 

So how did “Get off my lawn!” ever become a 
term of derision? When did a person’s life expe-
rience become a disadvantage when examining 
different points of view? What a bizarre mis-
construal of logic, an epistemological form of 
martial arts, where someone’s most formidable 
strength (been there, done that) is used against 
him. And yet when a millennial tosses a “Get off 
my lawn!” in your direction (“Shots fired!”), your 
point of view is instantly compromised. You are 
being marked with a scarlet “A” for “antiquated,” 
never mind the merit of your argument.

Granted, every generation believes that the 
one preceding it is out of touch and that the one 
following it will destroy the world—although 
today’s senior citizens may at last be onto some-
thing. This school of thought has been prevalent 
since at least 1965, when the Who released “My 
Generation” and Roger Daltrey wailed, “Hope 
I die before I get old.” Then, 50 years later, the 
Who went on tour and, seemingly oblivious to 

irony, performed this anthem.
And sure, as anyone with an older family mem-

ber doggedly clinging to an AOL account knows, 
the AARP crowd is often impervious to innova-
tion. Cocoon is not just a movie; it’s a lifestyle. But 
this idiom (a 20th-century term for meme, kids) 
has gone too far. On social media, where millen-
nials admittedly enjoy home-court advantage, 
“GOML” has metastasized to a degree where 
common sense and objectivity have flown out 
the window. “What is a window?” you ask. It is an 
aperture, built within a wall, that opens up to a dys-
topian universe that remains, to a great extent, not 
wired. A savage and untamed  wilderness. Some-
where your parents once referred to as “reality.”

This great nation of ours was conceived under 
the notion of “Get Off My Lawn.” The first shot 
of the American Revolution, fired 241 years ago 
last month, came about when a group of musket- 
bearing colonists took umbrage at a few hundred 
British soldiers taking up residence on the Lexing-
ton, Massachusetts, town green. What is “Don’t 
Tread on Me,” after all, but a Colonial-era collo-
quialism of “Get Off My Lawn”?

Jump ahead nearly two centuries, to a post-
World War II America, when suburbs are 
sprouting up coast to coast. The Great American 
Lawn becomes a metaphor of at least modest 
prosperity for veterans and their contemporar-
ies. A well-manicured lawn maintained by a 
well-manicured dad is the apotheosis of Ameri-
can civilization. Real men cut grass, while dead-
beats smoke it.

IN DEFENSE OF CURMUDGEONS
America is all about life, liberty  
and the pursuit of perfect grass

BY  
JOHN WALTERS

 @jdubs88
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The Eisenhower era and beyond, immor-
talized in such sitcoms as Happy Days and The 
Wonder Years, was a halcyon time of homeown-
ership and yard work: mowing, raking, weeding. 
For a neighbor or outsider to brazenly cut across 
one’s lawn en route to a preferred destination—
well, how to explain such a flagrant offense to a 
millennial? It was tantamount, if not equal, to 
someone stepping on your Jordans or attempt-
ing to slide into bae’s DMs.

And so it was in these days that fatigued 
fathers—yelling from behind screen doors as 
they sat in reclining chairs trying to “enjoy the 
goddamn game, for chrissakes!”—first bellowed 
that warning call to a generation of misbegotten 
youth who preferred ambulating by vectors as 
opposed to making right-angle turns (the way 
their fathers had been taught to do in basic 
training): “Get off my lawn!” 

And who could blame them? If those infernal 
baby boomers would cut across a man’s lawn, 
what other shortcuts would they take in life? 
This was a blatant breach of suburban decorum, 
an egregious lack of respect for the work that 
had gone into the cultivation of that lawn (never 
mind that most dads welcomed the chore of 

mowing the lawn, as it provided a half-hour’s 
respite from being able to hear the voice of any 
family member).

Television’s patron saint of “Get Off My 
Lawn,” if one exists, would have to have been 
Archie Bunker. The protagonist of the early-’70s 
CBS sitcom All in the Family, Archie loathed 
almost every person younger or darker than he 
was, which was almost everyone. The show’s 
theme, sung by Archie and his wife, Edith, was 
“Those Were the Days.”

This was no accident. The song’s lyrics wist-
fully recall an America where “you knew where 
you were then/girls were girls and men were 
men.” Archie, a chauvinist and bigot, probably 
would not have been cool with LBGT-friendly 
bathrooms. But he was also a home-owning 
World War II vet who trudged off to work each 
day to support his wife, their daughter and her 
“pinko meathead” husband. No scene of Archie 
mowing a lawn aired during the show’s eight-
year run, but he was a classic GOML genotype. 

Archie’s refusal to accept that the times were 
a-changin’ was his inherent character flaw. In 
one scene, as Archie is being prepped for prostate 
surgery, he comes to the realization that the West 
African female in a lab coat talking to him is his 
surgeon. His distress is apparent, so the physician 
mimics a witch doctor and assures him that she 
will “close my eyes and hope I don’t cut it off.”

As silly as Archie’s adamant denial of anything 
new based on its unfamiliarity was, is it any more 
ridiculous than dismissing an idea from someone 
old enough to remember Michael Jordan before 
he was a crying meme? Look at this presidential 

election cycle, for instance: Who had the more 
radical social policy ideas, 74-year-old Bernie 
Sanders or 45-year-old Ted Cruz?

The next time someone with gray hair (or none) 
questions one of your statements on Twitter 
or Facebook, take a minute to process the logic 
before hashtagging it GOML. You never know; 
somewhere in the near future, a “Get Outta My 
Sandbox” meme may be lurking. 

WHAT IS “DON’T  
TREAD ON ME” BUT  
A COLONIAL-ERA  
COLLOQUIALISM OF  
 “GET OFF MY LAWN”?

+ 
REVENGE OF THE 

LAWN: A well-kept 
lawn maintained by 

a well-manicured 
dad is the apotheo-
sis of American civ-

ilization. Real men 
cut grass, while 

deadbeats smoke it.



REWIND
YEARS
20

 “Some, like Bill 
Bennett and 
scholar Marvin 
Olasky, argue 
that adoption 
and abstinence 
offer the greatest 

hope of reducing the number of 
abortions. The problem with this 
 'moral suasion' argument is that 
it is a little like arguing in 1963 
that a Civil Rights Act would be 
unnecessary because people  
could read To Kill a Mockingbird.”

IN “WE STAND AT A CROSSROADS” BY  
RALPH REED, ABOUT HOW “THE RELIGIOUS 
RIGHT MUST GIVE GROUND [REGARDING 
ABORTION]—OR RISK IRRELEVANCE”

MAY 13, 1996


