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Time to stop the plunder
One of my vivid boyhood memories is of scrambling 

amongst granite outcrops of the Canadian Shield in the 
shimmering heat of a July afternoon. 

I emerged from the forest into mottled sunshine and 
stretched out on flat, lichen-covered rocks, high above the 
black waters of a quiet lake. Stately white pines touched the sky. 
Underfoot was a cushion of sharply perfumed pine needles. 
The air was calm.

That moment of perfection emerges still on those rare 
occasions when I am able to venture into the woods. But the 

truth is that like many of us in our modern world I’m a city guy. Most of the 
trees I encounter are in my local park.

And that’s a problem. Because we’re losing our intimate relationship and 
understanding of forests as the world urbanizes. We don’t see the clear-cut 
hillsides, the splintered stumps and the plunder. They are outside our field of 
vision. Partly this stems from our mistaken sense that the natural wealth of the 
planet is boundless and inexhaustible. But this is folly.

As this month’s Big Story argues, we can no longer afford to cut-and-run. 
The forces that are destroying the world’s last ancient forests need to be resisted, 
and the communities whose lives and culture are rooted there, defended. At 
stake is nothing less than the ability of the land, water and wildlife to provide 
for future generations.

Elsewhere in this issue we welcome the return of New Zealand-based 
contributor, John F Schumaker, who explains the difference between depression 
and demoralization in our modern consumer culture. 

WAYNE ELLWOOD
for the New Internationalist Co-operative
newint.org
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Coming soon: Technology justice

Sabita Banerji grew up on 
tea plantations in Kerala and 
Assam and witnessed last year’s 
Pembilla Orumai (Women’s 
Unity) uprising. She works in 
London on ethical trade issues 
and campaigns for Indian tea 
workers’ rights. She blogs at 
orumai.org 

John F Schumaker is a retired 
clinical psychologist, academic 
and author living in Christchurch, 
New Zealand/Aotearoa. His books 
include The Age of Insanity, The 
Corruption of Reality and, most 
recently, In Search of Happiness: 
Understanding an Endangered 
State of Mind.

Chris Lang is an 
environmental activist, 
researcher and writer. He took 
part in the British anti-roads 
protests at Twford Down, 
Newbury, and Leytonstone, 
and since the mid-1990s has 
focused on forests.

Diana Beresford-Kroeger, 
medical biochemist, classical 
botanist and award-winning 
author of numerous books and 
articles published worldwide,  
is just completing a ilm, Call  
of the Forest: The Forgotten 
Wisdom of Trees, based on her 
book, The Global Forest.
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      Assange must answer
While I am in favour of the 
excellent work that WikiLeaks 
does, your interview with 
Julian Assange in NI 490 
leaves out critical information 
about the reasons for his 
ongoing presence in the 
Ecuadorian embassy in 
London. You do not mention 
that he has chosen to stay in 
the embassy to avoid having 
to face legal proceedings in 
Sweden, where he is accused 
of rape. We already live in a 
culture where it is extremely 
difficult for women to report 
rape, particularly against 
high-profile men such as 
Assange – choosing to ignore 
these accusations in order to 
paint him as a hero who is 
unlawfully detained does no 
service to those who are trying 
to change this culture. We can 
continue to admire the work 
that WikiLeaks does while still 
calling for Assange to answer 
to these very serious charges.

Jema Davis  London, England

Democratic deficit
Roberto Savio (Essay, NI 

490) could have said that one 
person one vote is no help if 
the poor are a minority rather 
than a majority. It also allows 
the oppression of minorities by 
the majority. What is needed is 
recognition of human rights.

John Goodchild  Liverpool, England

Moral answers
After several months of work 
gathering data on the crisis 
created by the exodus of Syrian 
refugees, it is the very first time 
that an article has caused such 
an impact on me. ‘Fight for the 
heart of Europe’ (NI 489) is 
simply fantastic. It is absolutely 
praiseworthy the way you 
attempt to stir our consciences 
in search of not only political 
but also moral answers.

Just as Leo mentions in 
one of your testimonies, 
refugees will continue leaving 
their countries and trying 
to arrive at others as long 

as there is armed warfare. 
Europe should have the 
moral obligation of granting 
protection to those fleeing 
persecution and war. 

Nerea Larrañaga Heras  Vitoria-
Gasteiz, Spain

Australian gulag
Refugees who come here, or 
try to come here, to Australia, 
by boat certainly deserve better 
(NI 489). The disgraceful way 
they are being treated should 
make outsiders see Australia in 
the same way we used to look 
at apartheid South Africa.

Our government is keeping 
2,000 asylum-seeking people 
in a gulag of camps across 
Australia. We cannot visit 
except by prior arrangement, 
and can only see one person at 
a time. People are often kept 
in them for years while they 
are being ‘processed’. Then 
there are the 30,000 people 
on ‘bridging’ or ‘temporary 
protection’ visas, with no 
ability to work legally or study, 
their lives ‘on hold’ for years. 

Worst of all, we have 
the euphemistically known 
‘offshore detention centres’ 
of Nauru (a tiny, mined-out 
Pacific nation) and Manus 
Island (part of Papua New 
Guinea) where 1,500 people 
are being held hostage. They 
have been told they will never 
resettle in Australia, and are 
being pressured to go back 
to the places of danger they 
left. Suicides and attempted 
suicides are frequent. The 
companies running the camps, 
profiting at our expense and 
at the expense of innocent 
people fleeing danger, are 
Broadspectrum, Wilson 
Security and Serco. It costs us 
an estimated $5 billion a year. 

I write as the spokesperson 
for People Just Like Us 
(PJLU). We are working to 
unite the many refugee-rights 
groups, with five demands of 
our government:
1. Immediate release and 
settlement for all those 

suffering at our hands.
2. End mandatory detention.
3. Raise the refugee intake 
substantially.
4. Initiate safe-passage flights 
for refugees, from Indonesia 
and Malaysia, to Australia.
5. Give refugees permanent 
settlement visas, citizenship, 
with full rights including 
work and family reunion.

Until our government does 
these things, we suggest that 
readers think twice before 
making that trip to Australia, 
and before buying Australian 
goods. Write and tell our 
government why. 

Fabia Claridge  PJLU Sydney, Australia

Change strategy
Mark Boyle (Essay, NI 489) 
is right in promoting a serious 
re-evaluation of tactics and 
strategies for overturning 
systemic social, economic 
and environmental injustice 
and destruction. Clearly 
something more is needed. 
But his essay misleadingly 
equates ‘nonviolent’ action 
with ineffectiveness, as 
though ‘violent’ action is 
more effective.  

He would do well to 
consider Erica Chenoweth 
and Maria J Stephan’s Why 
Civil Resistance Works: The 
Strategic Logic of Nonviolent 
Conflict, a ground-breaking 
analysis of 323 resistance 
movements around the world 
during the past century. 
The book concludes that 
nonviolent movements, for 
strategic reasons they explain, 
have been twice as effective 
as violent movements in 
achieving their stated goals.  

Perhaps what is needed 
is not more ‘violent’ 
actions (in the usual sense 
of violence), but stronger, 
more committed, risk-taking 
‘nonviolent’ actions on the 
order of the marches, sit-
ins and economic boycotts 
of the US Civil Rights 
Movement that filled the 
jails, disrupted business-as-

usual, and led to historic 
changes in public policy.

Randy Kehler  Colrain, US

Unreported treat
The Unreported Year (NI 

489) is exceptional. The 
content is well chosen. The 
photos are stunning. The 
links made between them and 
the highlighted stories are 
exquisite. What an educational 
and visual treat!

Marilyn McKim  Toronto, Canada

Student…
I had the opportunity 
to learn about New 

Internationalist during my 
English classes. Emily, my 
professor, brought a wide 
variety of articles for us to 
debate in class. As a result, 
we not only improved our 
vocabulary but also enriched 
our global perspectives 
with fresh ideas and points 
of view. I am a Brazilian 
journalist and I have 
included this magazine as a 
wonderful source of valuable 
and interesting information 
with quality writing. I will 
definitely spread the word!

Cristina Crespo  Rio de Janiero, Brazil 

…and teacher
After reading Suprabha 
Sheshan’s moving piece, 
‘Cry me a river’ (NI 488), I 
believe a thank you is in order. 
As an NI subscriber since 
2003, each month’s copy has 
been a treasure, filled with 
rich content. I am an English 
teacher in Brazil, and together 
with an advanced-level 
student, Cristina, we have 
been using NI as a source 
of inspiration, expanding 
our knowledge, views 
and vocabulary, as well as 
developing our opinions and 
arguments. Congratulations 
for all the fantastic work and 
a big obrigada!

Emily Holmes  Rio de Janiero, Brazil

The views expressed on the letters page are not necessarily those of the New Internationalist .

Letters

Praise, blame and all points in between? Give us your feedback.
The New Internationalist welcomes your letters. But please keep them short. They might be 

edited for purposes of space or clarity. Letters should be sent to letters@newint.org or to your 

local NI office. Please remember to include a town and country for your address.
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No-one was more surprised than David 
when he landed a job as a co-editor of 
New Internationalist in 1989.

He had been working for a 
homelessness charity in the East End 
of London and didn’t come from a 
journalism background. But we knew 
from a long, published piece about the 
killing (by police) of his close friend 
and fellow teacher, Blair Peach, that 
David could certainly turn a phrase and 
had a passion for justice.

Just the day before he died, David 
was musing on his ‘luck’ in having 
worked for such a ‘unique’ magazine,  
in a co-operative, in the company of 
such ‘creative’ people.

That modesty and readiness to 
praise others was typical of him. 
As regular readers of the magazine 
and website will know, David not 
only wrote like an angel, but was an 
inspired and imaginative thinker with 
a profound grasp of the political, 
economic and social realities of the 
world in which he lived. For over 
two decades he made a tremendous 
and creative contribution to the project that is New 
Internationalist.

Many of the issues he edited were ground-breaking, 
ahead of their time – he was one of the first to get a grasp 
on globalization (NI 296) and fair trade (NI 322); he 
was writing about tax justice (NI 416) long before it 
became sexy. With a background in economic history 
(he did his post-graduate studies on the mining industry 
in Chile) he was unafraid to tackle the big economic 
themes, but always in a way that breathed life, humanity 
and empathy into them. He wrote about commodities 
by physically travelling to the Windward Islands to look 
for ‘fair bananas’ and talking to the people who grew 
them (NI 317); he searched for trade justice in the global 
market in the company of Gregorio, a Peruvian coffee 
picker (NI 271). His self-written issues on this type of 
subject were distinctive and memorable.

Close readers of David’s writing will recall that he spent 
time as a banker in Uruguay in the early 1970s. This gave 
him an inside take on the nefarious absurdities of the 
global banking system which he went on to critique and 
demythologize in several articles and books. Uruguay also 
provided first-hand experience of what happens when a 
country falls victim to a military coup and ignited in him 
a lifelong interest in more democratic Latin American 
alternatives. (NI 251, NI 356). It was also where he met 
Anita, his former wife and mother of his daughter Ximena.

David lived his politics not only in his writing but in his 
talking – and he was a great talker. One colleague timed 
him in a meeting as he managed to keep going for 20 
minutes, seemingly without needing to take breath. He 

was equally willing and articulate 
in his support of younger 
activists and their campaigns, 
and in his mentoring of younger, 
less-experienced editorial 
colleagues.      

When he retired in 2009, it 
was to fulfil his dream to go 
and live in a converted Dutch 
barge on moorings just outside 
Bristol. Readers may remember 
the blogs he wrote for the New 
Internationalist website from 
his boat, and particularly the 
struggle he became involved 
in when the community was 
threatened with eviction. He 
played a key role in the legal 
battles that were to follow, while 
finding time to create an organic 
vegetable garden.

His connection with New 
Internationalist continued beyond 
his retirement, as a trustee, a 
contributor and occasional guest 
editor. Just last year he edited an 
issue on Banking (NI 482) and 

introduced many of us to the word ‘boondoggle’! He was 
also a major contributor on the 10 Economic Myths issue 
(NI 488).

One of the phrases that has echoed around the New 
Internationalist offices since we heard of his untimely death 
from cancer is that David ‘held us all together’. He was a 
generous enabler, a cradler of creativity; he was also a leader, 
but one who led in such a gentle, non-egoistic and un-
domineering way that it barely showed, making him a true 
co-operator, and an easy colleague in a non-hierarchical 
collective.  

Finally, mention must be made of David’s sense of 
humour, best captured in his delightful description, from 
his issue on bananas:

The bus slows to a halt. Suddenly a man in a stained 
vest, seated on a broomstick, hurtles out of the banana 
plants to one side of us, floats across the road in front 
of us and disappears into the plants on the other side. 
The ticket collector, who has killed the mosquito, 
descends from the bus and pushes back an overhead 
rail so that we can proceed. In due course we catch up 
with the man on the broomstick, punting rhythmically 
through the banana plants with two poles, flying along 
the cableway that was made to carry off their fruit, into 
spotlights of burning sunlight like Tinkerbell across a 
stage set for Peter Pan.

David, we will miss you.

See more at: nin.tl/david-ransom

David Ransom: a tribute

David Ransom

2 December 1946 – 14 February 2016
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FINLAND

Animal wrongs
Finland is not known for its popular 
support of animal rights. Bestiality is 
legal, large fur farms are numerous 
and slaughterhouses notorious for their 
terrible conditions, yet the plight of 
animals has traditionally barely been 
part of public discourse.

And even when people do protest, 
their voices tend to be ignored: a 2013 
citizen’s initiative attracted 70,000 
signatories but was dismissed by 
parliament; and even the legislature’s 
own effort to improve conditions 
for animals farmed for their fur has 
come up against hurdles. Last year the 
government halted preparatory work 
on a fur decree and said any changes to 
the law had to be accepted by precisely 
those whose excesses it was designed 
to rein in: the fur, meat and dairy 
industries.

Now activist Johanna Wasström 
has launched a new petition calling 
on parliament and the ministry for 
agriculture to step up their animal 
welfare efforts.

‘Finland is, since 2012, in the 
process of revising its animal welfare 
legislation, and it’s high time that 
it’s finally completed. Unfortunately, 
the new government has recently 
withdrawn many important animal 
welfare improvements,’ according to 
Wasström.

A further blow to animal welfare 
came early this year with the abolition 
of the office of the Animal Protection 
Ombudsman.

‘Many European countries have 
in recent years taken huge steps 
forward for animal welfare, while the 
development in Finland has stagnated,’ 
the petition reads.

‘If Finland doesn’t enact a ban 
on bestiality and fur farming, and 

doesn’t considerably improve its animal 
welfare legislation, it will be a disaster 
for Finland’s animals as well as its 
reputation as a modern, civilized and 
ethical country.’ 

Kelsi Farrington

nin.tl/FinlandPetition  

ON THE WEB
newint.org
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SOUTH KOREA

Upping the ante aero
The prospect of a major new airport on the South 

Korean island of Jeju has been poorly received by 

many who live there. 

The planned airport, described as ‘the largest 

project in the island’s history’ by Jeju Governor 

Won Hee-ryong, is the hub of a proposed ‘AirCity’ 

megaproject – or ‘aerotropolis’ – comprising 

shopping malls, convention centres and inancial 

complexes. It’s designed to drive aviation growth 

on this pristine volcanic island, whose beautiful 

beaches make it a popular destination with 

holidaymakers.

After the plan was announced in November 2015, residents 

of ive afected villages, who fear being evicted from their 

homes and farms, strung banners and lags of protest along 20 

kilometres of local roads.

The provincial government paid no heed, hanging its own 

banners in Jeju City which proclaimed ‘Second Airport Plans 

Conirmed’. Village representatives dispute this, saying they 

were not consulted about the project and pointing out that 

the plan has not received the requisite government clearances. 

Hundreds have taken part in demonstrations and campaign 

leaders have vowed to continue the ight.

Jeju’s residents have form in resisting unwelcome 

development. The planned construction of a naval base at 

Gangjeong on Jeju’s southern coast has encountered ierce 

opposition from environmental and peace activists who have 

engaged in nonviolent direct action, blocking bulldozers 

and equipment deliveries to repeatedly stall construction.

(see Agenda NI 453) Some predict an even greater protest 

movement if the new airport goes ahead.

Governments and corporations all over the world are 

pursuing such aerotropolis projects. Large sites are being 

allocated, and, in many cases, as in Jeju, the schemes bring 

the threat of destruction of farmland and ecosystems and the 

displacement of people. 

In March 2015, the Global Anti-Aerotropolis Movement 

(GAAM) was formed to support these local struggles and build 

an international campaign community. It reports worldwide 

protests, notably in Bhogapuram in the Indian state of Andhra 

Pradesh and Kulon Progo in Indonesia, as well as in Istanbul 

and Kilimanjaro airport in Tanzania. 

Rose Bridger

antiaero.org
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25 years ago…
How to do justice in 

this tiny space to the 

massive contribution 

made by David 

Ransom to New 

Internationalist 

magazine over the 

past two and a half 

decades (see our 

tribute on Page 7)? He conceived, wrote 

and edited at least 37 magazines of his 

own while countless more, ostensibly 

The mayor of Sinsan 

village points out a map 

of the proposed air city 

development on Jeju 

island, and its negative 

consequences for locals. 

Plan B for  
Europe

What happened to  
the ‘other’ Libyans?
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PHILIPPINES

At risk of ‘AIDs epidemic’
For decades, the Philippines dodged 
the global AIDS crisis. Recent data 
from the Department of Health’s 
Epidemiology Bureau, however, reveal 
a worrying increase in infection rates. 

The first HIV infection was 
reported in the Philippines in 1984. 
Up until December 2015, a total of 
30,356 cases were reported – 85 per 
cent of these in the last five years.

edited by others, beneited from his 

insight and constructive criticism. His 

irst magazine in 1990 was on trade and, 

although he embraced a wide diversity 

of topics over the years, from mental 

health to the war on drugs, oceans to 

tax justice, he returned again and again 

to the iniquitous efects of unjust trade 

terms on poorer people and countries. 

He addressed the big picture in our irst 

major critique of globalization in 1997, 

examined fair trade in 2000 and attacked 

the World Trade Organization in 2001. 

But he also tackled the topic from the 

bottom up through innovative magazines 

introducing us to the lives of peasant 

producers of cofee and bananas. 

If I have to choose a single piece 

of writing to remember him by here, 

though, it will not be one of his keynote 

editorials, brilliant though many of 

them were. It will be this wonderful 

episode from his epic boat journey up 

the Amazon River in 1991: ‘Hell hath 

no hammock’ (nin.tl/hellhammock) 

is brimful of David’s self-deprecating 

humour. Farewell, old friend. 

Chris Brazier

Introducing...

Caterina Martins
Martins emerged as a leading 

spokesperson of the Portuguese Radical 

Left Bloc in its breakthrough election 

performance in October. The anti-

austerity Bloc got a record 10.2 per cent 

of the vote (up from 5.2 per cent) with 19 

seats (up from 11), becoming the third-

largest parliamentary party behind the 

two old warhorses of the Right (Portugal 

Ahead) and the Left (Socialist Party).

Martins is a 42-year-old blunt-spoken 

actress and co-founder of the Porto-

based Useful Visions Theatre Company. 

Her characteristic jeans and red blouses 

ofset the suits and ties that usually adorn 

Portuguese politicians. She is among 

several women leading the Bloc to 

challenge a political class she calls ‘mostly 

men of the same way of thinking’. 

She exhibits canny political sense 

which helped the Bloc make common 

cause with former Lisbon mayor and 

current Socialist leader Antonio Costa 

to bring down the 

austerity-addicted 

Conservative 

government of Pedro 

Passos Coelho. The Left 

Bloc is now well-placed 

to inluence the new 

socialist government 

to challenge the 

austerity demands 

and hardball tactics of 

the infamous Troika of 

European Reaction – the EU, the IMF and 

the European Central Bank. As events in 

Greece and Spain are proving, these are 

very choppy waters indeed. 

‘Caterina the Great’, as her more 

exuberant fans call her, has already 

proved a formidable opponent with 

popular resonance in media debates 

around the election. She has shown the 

all-too-rare ability on the Left to ‘speak 

to people about issues they understand 

in a language they understand’. She will 

need it. 

Richard Swift
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INDIA

A cleaner cup of tea
Overflowing cesspits, under-age 
labourers, pesticide poisoning and 
severely malnourished children are 
widely reported across Assam’s tea 
plantations, most recently by the BBC. 

But this is not exactly news. 
Conditions have barely improved since 
colonial times when the plantations 
had their own parallel governance 
structure. The lowest-paid workers 
barely rise above the World Bank’s 
poverty line and earn a paltry 40 per 
cent of India’s average wage.

But now, tea pickers are fighting back. 
After falling profits led annual bonuses 
to be halved in September, thousands 
of female workers in Kerala went out 
on strike under the banner Pembilla 

Orumai (Women’s Unity), prompting 
similar industrial action in coffee and 
rubber plantations and undermining the 
region’s lucrative tourism trade. 

The government has been forced 
to open its eyes, with Kerala’s Chief 
Minister, Oommen Chandy, admitting 
that ‘successive governments [have] 
failed to catch the lapses of the 
management’ in observing laws on the 
humane treatment of workers.

Will a group of marginalized 
female labourers do what international 
financial institutions, NGOs, certifi-
cation bodies and governments have for 
years failed to achieve? Let’s hope that 
another century won’t pass before tea 
workers gain the same rights as other 
agricultural labourers in India. 

Sabita Banerji 

orumai.org

This upsurge puts the Philippines at 
risk of a ‘full-blown AIDS epidemic’, 
according to the UN. Wanggo Gallaga, 
a writer and HIV-positive activist, 
says the government should urgently 
educate Filipinos about HIV.

‘They use the rhetoric of this epidemic 
being a moral issue,’ says Gallaga. ‘They 
always give in to conservative views 
regarding sex and HIV.’

But against this backdrop of a 
growing health crisis, the Philippine 
Congress recently eliminated 
contraceptive funding from the 2016 
national budget. This cuts vital support 
for lower-income Filipinos who rely 
on state-provided contraceptive 
services for protection from sexually 
transmitted diseases, as well as safe 
birth-spacing and family planning. 

The United Nations Population 
Fund has criticized the congressional 
action as a threat to ‘the basic human 
right to health, as well as the right to 
reproductive choices’. 

At the risk of attracting the ire of 
the Catholic Church, the government 
should keep on distributing free 
condoms, especially to the poor. 

Iris Gonzales

Vietnam’s 
autumn

Bahrain’s revolution, 
five years on

Switching on energy 
democracy
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GEORGIA 

Big hydro bad news
As spring approaches, villagers in 
Chuberi, a mountain hamlet in the 
former Soviet republic of Georgia, 
hope that the harsh winter does 
not end. For once the snow melts, 
construction on the nearby Nenskra 

dam will resume, irreversibly altering 
the secluded community’s way of life.

They are the latest group to fall 
victim to something of a hydro-
boom in Georgia. This small nation 
of 4.4 million has recently awarded 
more than 100 concessions for new 
hydro projects. With an output 
of 280 megawatts, the Nenskra 

Run 10 kilometres from the Church 

of Nativity to the Canaanite village of 

Al-Khader and back; repeat. The route 

of the Palestine Marathon, which takes 

place in Bethlehem for the fourth time 

on 1 April, relects the reality of the 

Occupation and invites one to imagine 

– and experience – a diferent one. ‘The 

idea is to get people to think: why do 

I have to do it this way?’ says George 

Zeidan, Palestine Marathon co-founder 

and himself an avid athlete. ‘Because 

running in Palestine requires careful 

planning: you go where there is no 

threat of Israeli settlers or the army.’

Organized by the Right to Movement, 

a volunteer-run global running 

community, the 42-kilometre race 

ofers participants a whistle-stop tour 

of Palestinian life as the course takes 

in two refugee camps, the Apartheid 

Wall, a checkpoint, and villages whose 

lands have been coniscated for illegal 

Israeli settler colonies. It is meant to 

reclaim the right to move 

freely and break with the 

stereotypical view that 

Palestinians are a violent 

people. ‘It’s also fun,’ 

Zeidan says.

Locally, the marathon 

is changing social 

perceptions and 

challenging gender 

norms in what is a highly 

patriarchal society. 

Training groups set up in 

Ramallah, Jerusalem and 

Bethlehem now boast 

more women than men. Just over a third 

of the 600 people who took part in the 

irst Palestine Marathon were female, 

and that proportion still applies now 

that 3,000 are running in it. ‘We’ve been 

able to create a proper atmosphere for 

Palestinian women to enjoy running: 

they no longer feel weird about doing 

something very normal,’ Zeidan says. ‘We 

also work with the male mentality. I don’t 

have to tell every man to accept his wife, 

sister or daughter running; he sees it in 

practice. This is women’s empowerment 

– not on paper but in reality.’

Zeidan has run in the event three 

times. ‘On the inish line I cry,’ he says. 

‘But on the last round I feel emotionally 

strong, seeing happiness in people. 

It’s the biggest professional event in 

Palestine and Israel hates it because it 

sends an image of Palestine that they 

don’t want: a nice image.’  

Giedre Steikunaite

palestinemarathon.com 

Scratchy Lines
by Simon Kneebone
Scratchy Lines
by Simon Kneebone

Agenda IN THE NEWS

hydropower plant is the jewel in the 
crown. At a cost of $1 billion, it is 
set to become the largest and most 
expensive hydroelectric endeavour since 
independence in 1991. 

A joint venture between the state 
and a Korean utility, Nenskra has 
drawn interest from multilateral donors 
such as the European Investment 
Bank and London-based lender, the 
European Bank for Reconstruction  
and Development.

Chuberi and the surrounding 
Caucasus mountains are rich in 
biodiversity and water resouces, and 
35 hydropower plants are already at 
various stages of development in this 
region, which is roughly one-and-a-half 
times the size of Luxembourg. 

The Georgian government is 
doggedly pushing the projects forward 
with one clear goal in mind: to generate 
enough power to meet high domestic 
demand in winter months, and export 
the rest to Turkey and the EU. 

Malina Gerliani, a 47-year-old 
Chuberi resident, has watched with 
anxiety as the bulldozers enter the 
village. After losing her home during 
the conflict with Russia over Abkhazia 
in 2008, Malina faces displacement 
once again – her house and the 

PALESTINE 
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surrounding fields are slated to give 
way to hydro-plant facilities. She says 
she has been kept in the dark about 
the planned resettlement. ‘They 
come, take pictures, never ask us what 
we think,’ she says. ‘They have no 
documents to show us. Sometimes 
they come without translators so we 
do not understand them.’

The villagers of Chuberi belong 
to the Svan indigenous group, who 
maintain their own language and 
traditional customs. Chuberi’s 300 
households subsist on grazing animals 
and practise forestry on communally 
owned lands – both of which will be 
limited by the dam’s reservoir, and no 
compensation is in sight.

From an economic perspective, 
there is little in the Nenskra dam 
project for the local Svan community. 
For many like Malina, the short-term 
construction jobs promised by the 
company are not enough to counter 
the risks of landslides, flooding and the 
loss of the Svan way of life.

Without a sustainable hydropower 
strategy in place, the situation for 
Malina and others will only become 
more precarious. 

Klara Sikorova

bankwatch.org

IRAN

Morality app
You’ve probably come across 
smartphone apps that help you steer 
clear of speed cameras. Now, a group 
of techies in Iran have developed a bit 
of software to help their fellow citizens 
avoid a more pernicious form of law 
enforcement: the morality police.

Known as Ershad and operating in 
mobile units in streets, shopping malls 
and metro stations, the morality police 
regularly harass and even prosecute 
Iranians, particularly women, for their 
purportedly unIslamic behaviour and 
clothing.

Users of the app are invited to 
geolocate Ershad patrols, whose 
presence is then indicated on Google 
maps with an icon of a bearded man.

‘I believe this will lead to many 
other creative apps which will 
address the gap between society 
and government in Iran,’ says Hadi 
Ghaemi, executive director of the 
International Campaign for Human 
Rights in Iran.

On their own website, the app’s 
anonymous developers ask, ‘Why 
should we give up the most basic right 
of choosing what clothes to wear?’ 

UNITED STATES 

Keystone sting
President Obama’s decision to block 
the KeystoneXL tar sands pipeline was 
a major victory for the environmental 
movement in the United States and 
beyond. Now, the company behind the 
pipeline – TransCanada – are planning 
to sue the US government for putting 
climate action above corporate profits, 
to the tune of $15 billion. 

The Keystone pipeline would have 
transported highly polluting tar sands 
from Alberta, Canada, to refineries on 
the Gulf Coast of the US and on to 
export markets such as Europe. Over 
the project’s 50-year lifespan, it was 
predicted to generate up to 8.4 billion 
metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions.

Since Obama’s veto, TransCanada has 
turned to the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) to sue the US 
administration. NAFTA grants investor 
privileges to corporations through the 
Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS) 
mechanism, which allows firms to side-
step national courts and sue governments 
at private ISDS tribunals for any losses 

they might incur from government efforts 
to protect the environment or human 
rights. They can even claim for billions 
in notional ‘future profits’.

The tribunals also exert a ‘chilling 
factor’, discouraging politicians from 
putting in place important protections. 

The US and EU member states 
have already paid out billions of euros 
of taxpayers’ money to corporations 
under existing investment treaties.

But a new wave of trade agreements 
could make things a whole lot worse. 
They include the gargantuan US-
European Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP) currently 
under negotiation, and the Canadian-
European Trade Agreement (CETA), 
which is awaiting a vote of approval from 
European Members of Parliament.

Campaign groups have put up 
a powerful resistance to the deal – 
drumming up 3.2 million signatures in 
opposition from EU citizens last year – 
in the hope of stopping tens of thousands 
more foreign corporations from aping 
TransCanada in years to come. 

Colin Roche

foeeurope.org
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Reasons to be cheerful

Bamboo bikes
Bernice Dapaah is a Ghanaian 

entrepreneur who turns organic 

bamboo into light, sturdy and 

sustainable bike frames in her 

hometown of Kumasi. Dapaah and her 

team of manufacturers and mechanics – 

mostly local women – work with farmers 

to plant 10 bamboo trees for every one 

bike sold and donate many bikes to 

local children for school transport. This 

successful business is expanding, with 

two new factories now opening in the 

Brong Ahafo region.

Helping girls code
The US nonproit Girls Who Code 

works to reverse the gender gap – it’s 

more of a gulf, actually – in the tech 

industry. And it’s getting there: when 

it started providing summer courses to 

disadvantaged high-school girls in 2012, 

it trained 20 children; since then, some 

10,000 girls have taken the courses and 

the aim is to reach a million by the end 

of the decade. This year, Girls Who Code 

will spend $1million on scholarships 

across 11 US states.

Goodbye guinea worm
In the mid-1980s, guinea worm disease 

afected 3.5 million people across 

20 African countries. 

Now, thanks to a 

campaign led for 

30 years by US 

former president 

Jimmy Carter and 

the eponymous 

NGO he set up in 

1982, it looks set 

to become only the 

second human pathogen after smallpox 

to be entirely eradicated. Success has 

stemmed from meticulously tracking 

known cases of infection; training local 

volunteers to administer aid and advice; 

and providing simple cloth ilters 

and larvicide to prevent people from 

ingesting the Dracunculus medinensis 

larvae from contaminated water.

Kelsi Farrington
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From the air, the earth is shorn and desiccated. 
Waves of heat billow upward, mixed with plumes 
of smoke. A few lonely trees stand in relief 
against the flattened landscape, while knots of 
cattle clump together in dusty paddocks ringed 
by barbed wire. This is the Brazilian state of 
Rondônia, the heart of the Amazon, wedged 
between the vast state of Amazonas to the north 
and, due south, Bolivia.

Fifty years ago, Rondônia was swathed in 
dense tropical rainforest. Today, it is one of the 
most deforested parts of the Brazilian Amazon. 
An astonishing 100,000 square kilometres of 
forest has vanished from the state since 1978. 
Poor people from the crowded coastal areas, 
attracted by land and opportunity, flocked here 
in the 1970s when roads began to penetrate 
the forest. First came loggers, who harvested 
the valuable tropical hardwoods; then settlers, 
who cleared the remaining trees to plant maize 
and soy; and finally large landowners, who 

consolidated the land to graze cattle. Two- 
thirds of Brazil’s deforested land is used for 
cattle ranching.1

But let’s leave the Amazon for a moment 
and shift our focus more than 3,000 kilometres 
southeast to the sprawling megalopolis of São 
Paulo, home to more than 20 million people. São 
Paulo is Brazil’s economic powerhouse: chaotic, 
pulsing with life and a little intimidating.

Severe drought

But Paulistas, as the city’s citizens are known, 
have a problem – a big one. São Paulo is drying 
up. In fact, much of southeast Brazil is suffering, 
including the country’s second-biggest city, Rio 
de Janeiro. The region has had three consecutive 
years of drought. Despite recent El Niño-
influenced downpours, São Paulo’s reservoirs 
are nearly empty. Last year, the Cantareira 
Reservoir, which supplies nine million people, 
was operating at just five-per-cent capacity.2 

Weapons of mass 

destruction: loggers 

harvest precious 

tropical hardwoods 

in Brazil. The South 

American nation is 

losing more than half-

a-million hectares of 

rainforest every year.
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Last stand
Our last ancient forests are under assault.  

WAYNE ELLWOOD explains what is 

driving this devastation and why we  

need to save the trees. 
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About a quarter of the country’s 200 million 
people now live in areas where rainfall is below 
historic averages.3

But it’s not just the coast that’s drying up; 
it’s the Amazon itself. The region has had  
three severe droughts over the past decade.  
All signs point to climate change as the culprit. 
Forecasters say the area affected by severe 
drought may triple by the end of the century. 
In addition, unpredictable feedback loops  
could accelerate the cycle. Carbon dioxide 
(CO2) released from a dead and dying forest 
will further disrupt rainfall patterns and 
increase drought – which kills more trees, 
releasing more carbon in an endless cycle. 

It turns out that drought in the Amazon and 
drought in São Paulo is not just coincidence. 
Researchers have found a direct link between 
deforestation in the country’s heartland and 
water shortages in the densely populated 
southeast. 

    FORESTS  The Big Story

Scientists use the term ‘aerial’ or ‘flying rivers’ 
to describe the forest’s role in continental rainfall 
patterns. 

Here’s how it works. 
As humid air rises from the Amazon, water 

vapour condenses, lowering the air pressure. 
Since air moves from high to low pressure, humid 
air from the Atlantic is continually sucked into 
the centre of the continent. Researchers call 
this phenomenon the ‘biotic pump’. When the 
moisture-rich air mass moves west, it eventually 
slams into the Andean Cordillera, then arcs south 
and eventually east, bringing rain to southeast 
Brazil and northern Argentina. If the biotic 
pump is turned off, or loses its energy, that spells 
trouble. And that’s essentially what’s happening 
as the rainforest disappears.

As Alexandre Uezu, an ecologist with São 
Paulo’s Ecological Research Institute, explains: 
‘Were it not for the flying rivers the whole area 
would be desert.’4  

Although the pace of deforestation has 
slowed recently, the country is still losing more 
than 500,000 hectares of jungle every year. 

Many Brazilians accept this as the price of 
prosperity. They wonder why they shouldn’t 
be free to exploit their resources just as North 
Americans and Europeans did centuries ago.

Biodiversity

Since the dawn of the colonial era, our 
exploitation of the natural world has led 
to the obliteration of forests on a massive 
scale. The consequences have been dire – for 
plants and animals, and for communities that 
depend on forests for their livelihoods. In the 
broadest sense, forests are key to maintaining 
comfortable living conditions on Earth by 
providing what economists call ‘environmental 
services’ – storing carbon, filtering air and 
water, preventing floods and helping to regulate 
climate. Woodlands are home to 80 per cent 
of the world’s terrestrial biodiversity. Trees 
also provide food and shelter as well as healing 
medicines. It is estimated that a quarter of 
modern medicines originate from forest plants.

As the human population grew, so did our 
economic activity. Initially, most of the loss 
was in temperate regions where agriculture first 
developed. Later, industrialization, with its 
ceaseless craving for energy and raw materials, 
added to the pressure. 

At the time of the Roman Empire, dense 
forests covered 80 per cent of Europe. By the 
medieval era that figure had dropped to 40 per 
cent. And in some places it began much earlier. 
Half of England had been cleared of forest by 
500 BCE. Today, ancient forests in Europe have 
all but vanished. In Ireland, for example, native 
woodlands make up just one per cent of the  
land area. 

A similar pattern emerged in North America as 
settlers pushed west, razing forests rapidly during 
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the 18th and 19th centuries. By the end of the 
20th century, farms and new settlements had 
replaced much of America’s deciduous forests.5 

Degraded land

For landless poor in Rondônia, the chance to 
carve out a few hectares from the forest to grow 
bananas and maize, and raise a few chickens and 
pigs, trumps conservation. The frontier acts as 
a relief valve allowing the state to mask extreme 
inequality. (Brazil has the world’s eighth-biggest 
economy but there is a yawning gap between 
rich and poor).

Successive governments have encouraged 
settlement of the Amazon. But small farmers 
are neither the main cause of deforestation nor, 
in the long run, the main beneficiaries. Within 
a few years, rain and erosion leaches nutrients 
from the thin tropical soil. Yields fall. The 
degraded land is soon sold to large landowners 
and powerful agribusiness companies.

Not surprisingly, a similar combination 
of cash crops and resource projects threatens 
forests the world over.

 In Australia, coalmining menaces more than a 
million hectares of forest, while in Canada 20 
per cent of the boreal forest (more than 150 
million hectares) has been ceded to logging 
companies, oil and gas exploration, hydro 
dams and mines.6

 Illegal logging flourishes, driven by renegade 
loggers in cahoots with corrupt politicians and 
greedy entrepreneurs. In Burma, according 
to the Environmental Investigation Agency, 
‘Chinese businesses pay in gold bars for the 
rights to log entire mountains and smuggle 
timber out of [Burma]’s conflict-torn state of 
Kachin.’ 

 Often the graft is transparent. Under Papua 
New Guinea’s ‘Special Agriculture and 
Business Leases’ scheme, 30 per cent of the 
country has been auctioned off to foreign 
timber companies. More than 80 per cent of 
its forests may be gone by 2021, according to 
the PNG Forest Authority.1

 The conversion of woodlands to cash crops 
is widespread. In Uganda, tea planters have 
set their sights on 250 hectares of the Kafuga 
Pocket Forest Reserve on the southern fringes 
of the Bwindi National Park. The forest is one 
of the last homes of the endangered mountain 
gorilla and the national park has been listed by 
the UN as a World Heritage Site.

 Perversely, even the demand for so-called 
green fuels has fuelled deforestation. Across 
Europe, power plants looking to replace 
‘dirty’ coal are now burning wood pellets for 
generating electricity. As a result, old-growth 
trees in Slovakia and Romania are ground 
into wood chips.7 This trend also endangers 
forests in the US south. From Georgia to the 
Carolinas, biologically rich wetland forests are 
replaced by monoculture pine plantations.8

Zero net deforestation

In many countries, managed tree plantations 
are now the norm. The UN Food and 
Agricultural Organization (FAO) says 50 
million hectares of forests were planted between 
2000 and 2010. Unfortunately, these were 
mostly industrial monocultures – pine, acacia, 
eucalyptus, rubber and palm – which the FAO 
bizarrely equates with natural forests. 

This might seem odd until you understand 
the UN’s corporate-friendly goal of ‘zero net 
deforestation’. Simply put, it means that natural 
forests can continue to be toppled as long 
as they are replaced – somewhere, anywhere 
– by other trees. That’s one reason global 
corporations such as Unilever, Bunge and 
Mondelez International have jumped on the 
bandwagon.

As the World Rainforest Movement notes: 
‘Zero net deforestation means companies can 

The Big Story  FORESTS  

450,000
Aggregated forest loss in the Brazilian Amazon, 1988-2014 (sq km)

400,000

350,000

300,000

250,000

200,000

150,000

100,000

50,000

0

19
8

8

19
8

9

19
9

0

19
9

1

19
9

2

19
9

3

19
9

4

19
9

5

19
9

6

19
9

7

19
9

8

19
9

9

2
0

0
0

2
0

0
1

2
0

0
2

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

2
0

0
5

2
0

0
6

2
0

0
7

2
0

0
8

2
0

0
9

2
0

1
0

2
0

1
1

2
0

1
2

2
0

1
3

2
0

1
4

So
ur

ce
: M

on
ga

ba
y.

co
m

14  N E W  I N T E R N AT I O N A L I S T   A P R I L  2016



continue destroying forests as long as they can 
show a certificate that someone elsewhere has 
planted trees or protected some forest of at 
least the same size as one they converted into 
pasture or monoculture plantation.’9

But planting trees does not necessarily make 
a forest. Just ask the Mbyá Guaraní people in 
the Argentine province of Misiones who saw 
their native lapachos and timbós replaced by an 
endless expanse of foreign pine trees. 

Now, they lament, ‘our land, which once 
filled our lives with joy, is a desert of pine 
trees... where silence reigns because there are 
no animals, birds or fish.’10

The other ‘game changer’ that the UN and 
the business community endorse goes by the 
unwieldy acronym REDD (Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation). 
The idea is to use market forces to arrest 
deforestation in what is really an elaborate 
carbon-offset scheme. It seems simple enough 
– rich countries pay poor countries not to cut 
down their forests. Save the trees, save the 
CO2. Countries (or companies) providing the 
funds can claim credit for the emissions saved 
and eventually those credits can be traded in a 
global carbon market. 

But there are a few barriers en route. One 
is that market-led schemes tend to spiral into 
greed-driven free-for-alls. We’ve seen what 
convoluted investment vehicles the deep-
thinkers on Wall Street can invent. The 
2008 global recession was triggered by such 
chicanery and the wreckage is still with us. But 
more to the point: the scheme is an elaborate 
solution that ignores the core problem. 

We need to stop burning fossil fuels. 

Forests without people

With REDD, rich countries can continue to 
pump out carbon as long as they can pay poor 
countries not to cut their trees. 

More critically, it’s communities who depend 
on the forest for their livelihoods that tend to 

get the sharp end of the stick. As journalist 
Sam Knight argued in his meticulous exposé of 
REDD in Papua New Guinea: ‘When money 
and trees mix, it is normally local people who 
get screwed.’11 

An NGO study of 24 projects across a range 
of countries – including Mozambique, Peru, 
Nigeria and Kenya – found that communities 
in REDD project areas are ‘subjected to 
restrictions on forest use which interfere with 
their ways of life and livelihoods and reinforces 
the idea that a well-conserved forest is a forest 
without people.’12

And that would be a mistake. Because 
our idealized notion of forests as pristine 
wilderness separate from human culture is pure 
invention. Human life has always been deeply 
intertwined with forests. Millions of people 
today depend on forests for their most basic 
needs. And it’s those communities that are 
best placed to protect and defend them. Recent 
research supports this claim. Deforestation 
rates in community-managed forests are 
consistently lower – up to six times lower in 
forests where local people have legal rights.13 
In the Maya Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala, 
where indigenous communities manage about 
a quarter of the two-million hectare reserve, 
deforestation is a scant 0.02 per cent. In Peru 
it’s the opposite. There, the government has 
allowed resource companies to trample on 
indigenous rights. Concessions cover 75 per 
cent of the jungle and deforestation is rampant. 

Kenya is another country where community 
forestry is making a difference. Critical upland 
watersheds were denuded as trees were burned 
to make charcoal, leading to a dramatic reduction 
in rainfall and widespread drought. That set 
alarm bells ringing and eventually led to the 
creation of community forestry associations to 
reclaim and manage the barren hillsides. Today, 
forest cover is increasing and so are the rains.

According to Simon Gitau, warden of Mount 
Kenya National Park: ‘People who used to be 
poachers and illegal loggers are now defending 
the forests.’14

So should we all. 
People need forests. But so do the creatures 

we share the earth with and so does the planet. 
That’s why it’s urgent we both protect and 
nurture them. 

1 On the Edge, the State and Fate of the World’s Tropical 

Rainforests, Claude Martin, (Greystone Books, Vancouver/
Berkeley, 2015) 2 The Guardian, nin.tl/brazil-drought  
3 National Academy of Sciences, nin.tl/amazon-projections  
4 NPR, nin.tl/residents-leaving  5 Saving the World’s Deciduous 

Forests, Robert A Askins, (Yale University Press, New Haven/
London, 2014) 6 Global Forest Watch, nin.tl/canada-tree-cover  
7 Fern, nin.tl/biomass-devastation 8 Dogwood Alliance, 
nin.tl/bioenergy-report 9 World Rainforest Movement, 
nin.tl/wrn-redd 10 World Rainforest Movement, nin.tl/fsc-
landgrabbing 11 The Guardian, nin.tl/money-on-trees  
12 World Rainforest Movement, nin.tl/number-games  
13 World Resources Institute, wri.org/securingrights  
14 Yale Environment 360, nin.tl/kenya-conservation

Stumped: a young boy 

surveys the remains of 

giant conifers on a mist-

shrouded inlet in the  

US Pacific northwest. 

A grizzly bear mother  

and cubs in Canada’s 

northern boreal forest. 

The boreal makes up 30 

per cent of global forest 

cover and is severely 

threatened by climate 

change and resource 

extraction. 
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Pekanbaru, in the heart of the biodiverse, 
tropical island of Sumatra, is one of Indonesia’s 
richest cities. It is a modern boom town, 
with paved roads, glitzy shopping malls and 
thousands of young, mostly male, migrant 
workers. When I visited last September, the 
city was unexpectedly dark and gloomy. Across 
the island, hundreds of fires were raging, 
blanketing the city in a haze that blocked the 
sun and forced residents to don air masks. 
Pollution was at 10 times the acceptable level. 

The fires soon engulfed two million hectares 
as the poisonous cloud spread across Southeast 
Asia. The economic toll: north of $30 billion, 
including an estimated half-million respiratory 
tract infections and 100,000 premature deaths, 
according to Greenpeace. In addition, the fires 
spewed out as much greenhouse gas as Brazil 
produces in a year.1 

‘It was very shocking,’ says Teguh Surya, 
Forest Campaigner with Greenpeace Indonesia. 
‘Singapore, Malaysia, southern Thailand and 
the Philippines were all affected.’

To many experts and activists, the fires  

were no surprise. Years of rampant 
deforestation, the draining of wetlands and 
the expansion of monoculture acacia and 
palm oil plantations left the landscape scarred, 
unnaturally dry and ripe for disaster. The 
trigger came in the form of an unusually 
strong El Niño, which brought dry conditions 
to much of the island nation.

But El Niño is not to blame for the fires. 
According to Robert Field of Columbia 

University’s Earth Institute, there is no natural 
fire cycle in Indonesia. The fires are all caused 
by people and are ‘completely preventable’.

Draining the peat

The main reason for starting the fires is that 
they make forested land much more valuable.

‘Fire is a tool,’ notes Herry Purnomo, a 
researcher at the Centre for International 
Forestry Research in Bogor. After the trees  
are burned, ‘people claim the land and it  
makes them rich’. He estimates that every  
acre of destroyed forest pumps about $500  
in short-term benefits into the local economy. 

A burning problem
It happens every year: thousands of hectares of Indonesian rainforest 

are torched to clear land for palm oil, timber and other agribusiness 

operations. It’s a perfect storm of destruction. NITHIN COCA reports  

from Sumatra.

Young girls protect 

themselves from thick 

smoke as forest fires 

swept across Sumatra 

and Borneo in September 

2015. The fires are set to 

clear the jungle to plant 

oil palms. 
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Scale that up to two million hectares and it’s a 
pile of quick cash. 

According to the World Resources Institute, 
more than 35 per cent of the fires in Sumatra 
are on pulpwood concessions. Most of the rest 
are on or near land used by oil palm growers. 
Lindsey Allen, executive director of the 
Rainforest Action Network (RAN) says:  
‘Most of these fires are a direct result of the 
industrial manipulation of the landscape for 
plantation development.’2

Neither oil palm nor acacia grow naturally 
in Indonesia. Both plants require dry land, so 
plantation owners drain the peat and clear the 
forests.

It is the extraordinary capacity of Indonesia’s 
peatlands to store carbon that makes the fires so 
dangerous. According to Wetlands International, 
‘Indonesian emissions from peat soils due to 
logging and drainage account for 60 per cent of 
the total Indonesian CO2 emissions.’3

When a peat fire starts, it can be nearly 
impossible to put out. ‘Fire in peatland spreads 
easily underground and goes widely in many 
different directions – that’s the problem,’ notes 
Jatna Supriatna of the Research Centre for 
Climate Change at the University of Indonesia.

The thick smoke and deadly pollution 
also spread across the region, especially into 
neighbouring Singapore and Malaysia. The two 
countries caused an uproar, despite the fact 
that both have significant investments in the 
palm oil and wood pulp industries. According 
to a study by the Yale MacMillan Center, 
more than two-thirds of Indonesia’s palm oil 
production is controlled by Singaporean and 
Malaysian companies, often through joint 
ventures with local companies. The major 
players – Singapore’s Sinar Mas and Wilmar 
International, and Malaysia’s Kuala Lumpur 

Kepong – have invested billions.
‘Singapore and Malaysia complain, but 

I don’t see any significant effort from these 
countries to work with Indonesia to solve the 
fire problem,’ says Purnomo.

Booming demand

Endemic corruption doesn’t help. During 
the three-decade Suharto dictatorship, 
an astounding $35 billion was stolen by 
the ruling family, and that example shows 
no sign of fading. Family members and 
cronies still control some of the country’s 
biggest businesses.

For example, the Sinar Mas Group is 
led by Indonesian billionaire Eka Tjipta 
Widjaja. According to Forbes Asia, satellite 
imagery confirmed fires across Sinar Mas’ 
huge palm oil plantations. The company 
vigorously denied the charge. Other palm 
oil billionaires include Sukanto Tanoto of 
Asian Agri; Martua Sitorus, co-founder of 
the world’s largest palm oil trading company, 
Wilmar International; and Ciliandra 
Fangiono, head of First Resources. All claim no 
knowledge of the cause of the fires. 

But the problem reaches beyond Indonesia’s 
neighbours into the world’s biggest economies. 
Most of the country’s palm oil is exported. First 
it was shipped to Europe to make biofuels and 
as a key ingredient in processed foods. Then 
the US market exploded due to health concerns 
about hydrogenated oils. Palm oil was the 
cheapest alternative. Today, the top importing 
countries are India and China, where there is a 
booming demand for cooking oil for a growing 
middle class.

According to RAN, there are several global 
brands at the end of the palm oil supply 
chain. PepsiCo, the Japanese noodle maker 

Palm bomb
Palm oil production in Indonesia has exploded over 

the past 25 years, destroying rainforests, reducing 

biodiversity and eroding human rights.
 Palm oil is used in cooking, in processed foods 

and as a biofuel. It’s also an ingredient in soap, 

detergent, lubricants and cosmetics. 
 Indonesia is the world’s biggest palm oil producer 

and the third-largest carbon emitter. Over 85 per 

cent of the country’s emissions come from burning 

forests and peat.
  Indonesia pumped out more CO2 in 2015 than 

Germany or Britain.
 Companies using rainforest palm oil include global 

fast-food chains like Burger King, Wendy’s, Subway, 

Starbucks, Dairy Queen and Domino’s.

Source: Global Land Analysis & Discovery/University of Maryland,  
data through 2012; Brazil’s INPE  1980
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Indonesia accounted for over 30 per cent of palm oil production in 
2014. Combined with Malaysia’s total, the two accounted for about 
85 per cent of production
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More than 
two-thirds of 
Indonesia’s palm 
oil production 
is controlled by 
Singaporean 
and Malaysian 
companies
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The Big Story FORESTS 

Forest ba
TINA BURRETT and 

CHRISTOPHER SIMONS 

explore deep woods therapy 

in Japan.

The neon lights, packed streets and urban sprawl 
of downtown Tokyo are one take on modern 
Japan. But there is a quieter, less hectic side 
beyond the country’s seething cities. More than 
70 per cent of Japan is mountainous, and two-
thirds of the land is forested. So it is little wonder 
that Japan’s rivers, mountains and forests play a 
central role in its spiritual and cultural life. 

Shinto, the ancient ethnic religion of Japan, 
contains important elements of nature worship. 
Natural elements in the landscape – waterfalls, 
mountains and rivers – as well as earthquakes and 
storms are thought to embody spirits, or kami. 
Japanese mythology also includes tree spirits 
like the dryads of Greek mythology, known as 
kodama. 

A century before poets such as Wordsworth 
and Coleridge sought spiritual and social 
regeneration through nature, Matsuo Basho-, 
Japan’s most celebrated haiku poet, renounced 
urban life. Basho- journeyed out of Edo (modern 
Tokyo) and immersed himself in the Japanese 
wilderness. His close observations of trees and 
forests in all seasons – from the aoba wakaba 
(green, young leaves of summer) to a crow on 
a bare branch in akinokure (late autumn) – 
provide enduring reminders of the fundamental 
connections between life, art and our nature. 

Less stress

Today, forest and mountain walking remain 
popular pastimes. Every year, thousands of 
Japanese urbanites reconnect with nature through 
pilgrimages to the 88 temples of rural Shikoku, 
the smallest of Japan’s major islands, or along 
the ancient forest routes of Kumano, which 
stretch across the Kii Peninsula south of Osaka. 
The popularity of Hayao Miyazaki’s animated 
film Princess Mononoke (1997) has encouraged a 
younger generation of forest walkers to visit the 
Mononoke Hime no Mori (Princess Mononoke 
Forest) on the lush, subtropical island of 
Yakushima. 

But the Japanese practice of ‘forest bathing’, or 
shinrin yoku, brings a walk in the woods to a new 
level of intensity. Forest bathing doesn’t require a 

Nissin, Kraft and Heinz are just some of 
the companies that will neither confirm nor 
deny that palm oil used in their products 
comes from recently burned, or illegally 
deforested, land. 

‘The majority of companies remain overly 
complacent with their supply chain,’ stresses 
Fiona Mulligan, Palm Oil Campaigner 
with Greenpeace. ‘Companies must work 
together as a driving force for change – no 
trader, producer or consumer company can 
accomplish this by itself. And all are, in some 
way, complicit in causing Indonesia’s fires.’

RAN Agribusiness Campaign Director 
Gemma Tillack agrees. ‘As palm oil 
plantations spread across Indonesia and 
beyond, rainforests are falling faster than 
ever and systematic abuse of communities 
and workers’ rights is rife.’

As the rains finally doused last season’s 
fires, President Joko Widodo – prompted 
by the upcoming Paris talks – promised to 
end planting on peat and announced the 
creation of a peatland restoration initiative. 
And it’s said that the new commissioner 
of the Indonesian Corruption Eradication 
Commission has a well-known green streak. 

Let’s hope that corruption in the forestry 
sector will be one of his priorities. 

Nithin Coca is an activist and writer. He splits his  

time between California and Southeast Asia.

1 Carbon Brief, nin.tl/carbon-brief 2 The Guardian,  

nin.tl/guardian-ires 3 Wetlands International,  

nin.tl/peatlands-assessment

The red fruits of 

the palm oil tree 

which are crushed to 

release the valuable 

oil. Indonesia is now 

the world’s top palm 

oil exporter. 
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thing

A group of women enter 

the bamboo forest garden 

at Hokokuji Temple in 

Kamakura, Japan. 

Writers,  
artists and 
musicians 
have long 
argued that 
communing 
with nature 
refreshes the 
human spirit

swim suit. It’s about submerging yourself in the 
sights, sounds and smells of the woods.

A 2004 study from the Nippon Medical 
School suggests what many of us know 
intuitively: time spent in a forest lowers stress 
and promotes improved physical and mental 
health. 

Based on these findings, some municipal 
governments in Japan are promoting certain 
sites as designated forest therapy bases. 

‘Experience shows that the scents of trees, 
the sounds of brooks and the feel of sunshine 
through forest leaves can have a calming effect,’ 
says Yoshifumi Miyazaki, director of the Centre 
for Environment Health and Field Sciences at 
Chiba University.1 Participants are encouraged 
to immerse fully in the landscape, stimulating 
all five of their senses by experiencing the 
sound of wind, the heat of the sun, the colour 
of the leaves, the feel of the bark and the smell 
of the trees.

Working life in Tokyo, the world’s largest 
metropolis, is notoriously stressful. Six-day 
work weeks are the norm, and although 
company employees receive paid vacation, 
workplace pressure makes some people afraid 
to take time off. Even schoolchildren put in 
long hours, with many attending juku (cram 
schools) after regular school hours.

Daily grind

According to the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), 22 
per cent of Japanese employees work 50 or 
more hours a week, compared to 11 per cent 
in the US and 8 per cent in France.2 Unpaid 
overtime has become such a severe problem 
that it is now associated with a host of physical 
and mental illnesses. The Japanese language 
even has a word for it: karoshi, meaning ‘death 
by overwork’. In 2013 alone, 133 people died 
from work-related causes including strokes, 
heart attacks and suicide.3 

For many people, forest bathing offers a 
soothing remedy to the daily grind.

Writers, artists and musicians have long 
argued that communing with nature refreshes 
the human spirit – what Wordsworth called a 
‘never-failing principle of joy’; the 20th century 
gave these ideas scientific footing. The theory 
that human fascination with other living things 
influences our mental development stretches 
back to EO Wilson’s 1984 book, Biophilia.4

But the future of the immersive forest 
experience is under threat in modern Japan. 
Decades of government spending on public 
works aimed at reviving rural economies have 
seen large chunks of forest felled to make 
way for roads, dams and other infrastructure 
projects. In 2014, the government earmarked 
$52 billion for public works spending. Since 
Japan’s economy collapsed in the early 1990s, 
the state has pumped trillions of dollars 
into these ‘concrete white elephants’. Critics 
say stimulus money would be better spent 
encouraging rural tourism. Such a shift could 
both boost the economy and improve the health 
of the country’s weary workforce. Time in the 
woods might be just what the doctor ordered.

Tina Burrett is Assistant Professor of Political Science 

at Sophia University, Tokyo. Her partner, Christopher 

Simons, is Associate Professor of Humanities at 

International Christian University, also in Tokyo.

1 Japan Times, nin.tl/forest-therapy 2 OECD, nin.tl/oecd-
balance 3 Japan Times, nin.tl/japan-karoshi 4 EO Wilson, 
Biophilia (Harvard University Press, 1984). See also Stephen 
R Kellert, Kinship to Mastery: Biophilia in Human Evolution and 

Development (Island Press, 1997).Ro
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Certified  
nonsense
Nearly 25 years ago, a few 

environmental NGOs and  

logging companies launched 

a bold, green idea. Why 

not set up an organization 

that could enforce tough 

standards for sustainable 

harvesting of forests? Sounds 

like a plan. But does it work? 

CHRIS LANG reports.

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) was 

formed in 1993 by a group of environmental 
NGOs, timber companies and traders to 
promote ‘environmentally appropriate, 
socially beneficial, and economically viable 
management of the world’s forests’. Today, 
more than 187 million hectares of forests and 
tree plantations have been certified under the 
FSC system. Consumers buy FSC products 
believing they exclude timber from socially and 
environmentally damaging forestry operations. 
But is this really the case?

In 2002, I looked at FSC certification of 
two teak plantations run by the Forest Industry 
Organization (FIO) in Thailand. The case 
study was part of a report by the UK Rainforest 
Foundation, ‘Trading in Credibility: The myth 
and reality of the Forest Stewardship Council’. 
While the FIO’s certification was subsequently 
withdrawn, the FSC ignored the underlying 
structural problems.

More than a decade later, those problems 
remain. One major issue is that certification 
is voluntary. Another is that the FSC certifies 
tree plantations and logging in primary forests, 
despite the impact on local communities and 
the environment. 

But the central conflict of interest is that 
to vet forestry companies the FSC uses third-
party certifying firms – which are paid directly 
by the forestry company. It is clearly not in 
the certifying company’s interest to raise too 
many difficulties; it is in the forestry company’s 
interest to hire a certifying company with a 

reputation of not interpreting FSC standards 
too strictly. 

Critics point out that ‘there are no real 
consequences for certification bodies for poor 
performance, and few incentives to do better… 
It is cheaper to do a poor-quality audit and 
consultation than a high-quality one.’1

Simon Counsell, head of Rainforest 
Foundation UK and an FSC founder, agrees: 
‘There are too many cases on record of illegal 
timber coming through the FSC for it to 
be able to guarantee that certified timber 
is not illegal. FSC certification is neither a 
guarantee of legality, nor of sustainability. Its 
main purpose now is to help market timber 
and to prop up companies’ value, rather than 
protecting forests.’

Since 2006, Simon and I have run FSC-
Watch, a website highlighting abuses and 
infractions under the FSC system. In that time 
we’ve featured dozens of examples of serious 
breakdowns in the certification process. 

Two recent cases shed light on the FSC’s 
shortcomings.

Uganda: German pine trees

For the past 14 years, a German company, 
Global Woods, has been planting pine trees in 
the Kikonda Forest Reserve, 200 kilometres 
northwest of Kampala. The company claims the 
plantation produces ‘sustainable timber’. Since 
2012, its operations have been FSC certified – 
despite the fact that local farmers were forced 
aside to make way for the plantation and cattle 

Ugandan cattle herder 

Lawrence Kamonyo and his 

wife, flanked by rows of  

pine trees planted by the 

German company Global 

Woods. The wood is certified 

but Kamonyo lost his land  

and his livelihood. 
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herders lost their grazing land. Officially, the 
Forest Reserve is state land and Global Woods 
has a 50-year lease to more than 12,000 
hectares.

In September 2012, Göran Eklöf, from 
the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, 
visited Kikonda2 and discovered ‘a high level of 
conflict’ between local communities and Global 
Woods. Sore points included ‘arbitrary arrests 
of people, impoundments of cattle entering 
the reserve, and widespread corruption among 
forest rangers’.

Last December, German journalist 
Susanne Götze followed up and found that 
the conflicts are far from resolved.3 Herders 
complain that the herbicide regularly sprayed 
between the rows of trees is killing their 
cattle. But Global Woods manager Matthias 
Baldus dismisses the claims. He told Götze 
there is no scientific connection between the 
chemicals and the sick cattle.

In their assessment of Global Woods’ 
plantations, the certifying company, SGS 
Qualifor, clearly sides with the company. SGS 
explains that the Kikonda Central Forest was 
formally declared a ‘forest reserve’ in 1968 and 
that under Ugandan law no-one can live or 
farm in a forest reserve.

When dictator Idi Amin seized power in 
1971, he encouraged forest clearing so his 
opponents could not retreat to the bush. In 
1975, he issued a decree allowing Ugandans 
to buy land anywhere (including forest land) 
for ‘development’. Those changes and general 
chaos inside the country fuelled internal 
migration.

But to SGS, the local farmers and herders 
are ‘migrants’ who carried out ‘illegal activity 
including agricultural encroachment, charcoal 
burning and grazing’. Their analysis is 
categorical: ‘There are no customary use-rights 
of the land, since the area is a Forest Reserve.’

Cattle herder Lawrence Kamonyo describes 
Global Woods’ activities as ‘rich white people 
doing business’. But Kamonyo had the 
misfortune to be living where Global Woods  
decided to plant its pine trees. He was evicted 
and arrested. His house was torched, his 
children beaten.

Brazil: laundering dirty wood

In December 2015, FSC suspended Brazil’s 
largest certified forestry operation, Jari 
Florestal. Since 2004 the company’s 715,000 
hectares had been certified by the California-
based SCS Global Services. 

The suspension followed an investigation by 
Brazil’s Federal Public Ministry, the Federal 
Police, the Brazilian Institute of Environment 
(IBAMA) and the Federal Justice department. 
Jari Florestal and its subsidiaries are suspected 
of large-scale fraud and laundering of illegal 
timber. Brazilian authorities say it involves 

9,000 cubic metres of timber: about 220 
truckloads.4 Between December 2014 and 
February 2015, more than $7-million worth  
of timber was transported from just one of  
the fraudulent forest management areas.

A company with a forest concession is 
allowed to log an agreed amount of timber. 
Once the trees are cut, the timber is given a 
tracking number. Laundering illegal timber 
involves using the tracking number from a  
legal operation.

The tracking numbers on Jari Florestal’s 
timber suggested that the logs came from a 
legal forest management area 500 kilometres 
away. Despite the fact that no road connection 
exists between that forest area and Jari 
Florestal’s timber yard, the logs arrived in less 
than two days – an impossible feat, and part of 
the evidence that the timber was illegal.4

SCS conducted its annual assessment of Jari 
Florestal in November 2013 and this was the 
basis for the company’s re-certification in July 
2014. Several ‘corrective action requests’ were 
issued – pre-conditions 
that Jari Florestal had to 
meet to remain certified. 
One notes that ‘the 
information entered in 
the traceability control 
system does not match 
the real situation found in 
field operations’. Another 
confirms that: ‘The 
company did not abide by 
the forest management 
legislation regarding 
product list on the 
transport document for 
logs found at the  
log yard.’

Unfortunately, SCS 
didn’t dig any deeper. 
That was left to the 
Brazilian authorities.

In both these 
cases, FSC’s certifying 
companies were generous in giving the lumber 
companies the benefit of the doubt. In Brazil, 
SCS failed to uncover what appears to be 
large-scale fraud and illegal timber laundering. 
In Uganda, SGS Qualifor sided with Global 
Woods against local communities. 

Perhaps we shouldn’t be too surprised. With 
certifying companies paid directly by logging 
companies, there are strong incentives to issue 
the certificate and hope for the best.

Chris Lang is a long-time forest activist and blogger.  

He runs the websites FSC-watch (fsc-watch.org) and 

REDD-monitor (redd-monitor.org). 

1 Fern, fern.org/node/4297 2 REDD Monitor,  

nin.tl/redd-light 3 Der Spiegel, nin.tl/spiegel-uganda  

4 MPF, nin.tl/mpf-investigation

Playing by the rules: 

access to the FSC-certified 

pine plantation in Uganda 

is heavily restricted.
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Cut and run

The clearing of millions of hectares of natural forest continues unabated, driven 

by resource extraction (mining, oil and gas), logging, cattle grazing, urbanization 

and the expansion of plantation crops like soy and palm oil.
 Of the 100 million hectares of land converted to farming in the tropics 

from 1980-2000 more than 

83% came from clearing 

rainforests.2 
 80% of the world’s original 

forests have already been 

logged. Around 13 million 

hectares of forest per year  

were destroyed in the last 

decade. By region, the  

biggest losses were in South 

America (40 million ha),  

Africa (34 million ha) and 

South/Southeast Asia  

(6.8 million ha).1

 35-60% of the world’s old 

growth forests are still being 

logged to make consumer 

items like toilet paper and 

cardboard.3 
 The ive countries with the 

biggest loss of primary forest 

(undisturbed native species) 

in the past 20 years are Brazil, 

Gabon, Mexico, Papua New 

Guinea and Indonesia. 1

Trees R Us

Trees are a vital to our planet’s ecosystem and to human 

culture. They pump out oxygen, store carbon, ilter the air 

and purify our water. Forests provide refuge for thousands 

of species. Plants found there are a source of both food and 

medicine. And trees give us wood for heating, cooking and 

for building. 

Forests and trees

Are the world’s forests declining or decreasing? Turns out it 

depends on who you ask and what you mean by ‘forest’. 
 The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) says  

50 million hectares of forests were planted from 

2000-10 so ‘net’ forest loss was near zero. But these 

new ‘forests’ were mostly large-scale industrial tree 

plantations. 
 The ive countries with the greatest forest cover (Russia, 

Brazil, Canada, US and China) account for more than half 

of the total forest area. 
 More than 50 countries have forest on less than  

10% of their total land area.1

Woodwork

According to the FAO there are 13.2 million workers  

in the formal forest sector with a combined income of  

$600 billion, about 0.9% of the global economy.5)

 Global trade in forest products: $421 billion (2011).6

 Countries with 

the highest 

contribution of  

the forestry  

sector to gross 

domestic 

product: 

Solomon Islands, 

Bhutan, Papua 

New Guinea, 

Finland, Sweden, 

New Zealand, 

Malaysia.6

Forest 
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Felons

Corruption and greed drive the trade in  

illegal timber.7

 More than 100 million cubic metres 

(m3) of timber are cut illegally every 

year, destroying 5 million hectares of 

forest. 
 It’s estimated the illegal logging 

business is worth $10-$15 billion  

a year.
 Illegal timber imports from 10 key 

processing and consumer countries 

rose from 50 million m3 to  

60 million m3 beween 2000-13 –  

a rise in value of nearly $8 billion.
 The volume of illegal wood imports  

to China almost doubled over this 

period from 17 to 33 million m3.
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Heat and shelter
Burning wood is often the only energy source, especially in 

rural areas. 
 2.4 billion people burn wood to cook while 764 

million use wood to boil water for drinking.5 
 Forest products are used for basic shelter by 1.3 billion 

people – 18% of the world population.5

0 20 40 60 80 100

Amount of roundwood used as wood fuel in 2014 

Per cent 

Global

Africa

 Asia-
Paciic

Europe

Latin America/
Caribbean

North
America

1 Monthly Bulletin, March 2013, nin.tl/wrm-188 2 On the edge: the state and fate of the world’s tropical rainforests, Claude Martin (Greystone Books, 2015)  
3 Canopy Planet, canopyplanet.org/about-us/ 4 State of the world’s forests 2012, FAO, nin.tl/fao-forests 5 State of the world’s forests 2014, FAO, nin.tl/fao-2014  
6 Contribution of the forest sector to national economies 1990-2011, FAO, nin.tl/fao-sector 7 ‘Progress in tackling illegal logging slows as new trends ofset  
efective reforms’, 15 July 2015, Alison Hoare, Chatham House, chathamhouse.org 8 greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/forests  9 Canopy Planet,  
nin.tl/na-canopy  10 Rainforest Action Network, ran.org  11 IUCN, nin.tl/icun-forests

Carbon control
Trees absorb and store CO2 from the atmosphere so forests 

act as ‘carbon sinks’, potentially slowing down the rate of 

climate change. The more trees, the greater the Earth’s 

ability to remove carbon from the atmosphere. Conversely, 

trees become carbon sources when they are logged or 

burned.
 Deforestation accounts for around 20% of all human-

made greenhouse gas emissions.8

 An estimated 300 billion tons of carbon are stored 

in forests around the world. Woodlands also regulate 

rainfall and halt desertiication.8

 North America’s boreal forest is one of the world’s 

largest storehouses of carbon. Canada’s boreal forest 

alone holds an estimated 208 billion tonnes.9 

Biodiversity
Forests are rich in biodiversity. When forests are degraded 

and fragmented, species become isolated from one another 

and can no longer share genes. This afects their ability to 

adapt to change and maintain overall species health.
 A typical 10-square-kilometre patch of rainforest 

contains as many as 1,500 lowering plants, 750 

species of trees, 400 species of birds and 150 species  

of butterlies.10

 The IUCN says forests  

are home to 80% of  

the world’s terrestrial  

biodiversity.
 Canada’s boreal forest  

supports 85 mammal 

species (including 

bears, wolves, bison 

and woodland caribou), 

130 species of ish, 32,000 

species of insects  

and over 300 bird species.9

Clean air, pure water and medicine
 Through photosynthesis trees absorb the sun’s energy, 

sequester carbon dioxide and pump oxygen into the 

atmosphere – 40% of the world’s oxygen is produced by 

rainforests.
 A mature tree can release 1,000 litres of water vapour a 

day, both cooling the Earth and feeding the rainfall cycle – 

30% of rain in the Amazon region has been recycled from 

the forest itself.
 Forests are an untapped storehouse of beneicial drugs –  

25% of all our medications are derived from rainforest 

plants.11
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The Big Story  FORESTS 

Logging 
louts
Since the days of the 

Khmer Rouge, Cambodia’s 

military and political elite 

have been knee-deep in 

illegal logging. With the 

timber cartels in control, 

FRAN LAMBRICK argues 

that the real work of law 

enforcement is up to local 

communities. 

In Cambodia, villages are flanked by a 
patchwork of green: rice paddy, cassava fields, 
cashew trees and sugar palms and then the 
forest edge. The landscape is vividly alive, 
from the hooting of gibbons to the flash of 
motorbikes on narrow ribbons of white road. 
Villagers sell crops grown in traditionally 
shifting fields, and from the deep forest they 
collect resins, vines and rattans. Resin trees are 
passed from one generation to the next and are 
protected under Cambodian law. 

‘How do you know which trees are yours?’ 
I ask, walking in the sticky shade of the forest 
that stretches for miles, sapping any sense of 
direction. ‘How do I know which cows are 
mine?’ comes the cryptic reply.

But this age-old landscape is rapidly 
disappearing due to rampant deforestation. 
Over the past 20 years illegal logging has lined 
the pockets of the elite and clogged Phnom 
Penh’s streets with a noxious fleet of 4x4s,  
while doing little to improve living conditions 
for the average Cambodian.

In the 1990s, huge areas of state forest 
were licensed to private firms. The logging 
companies were accused of cutting protected 
resin trees and flouting management plans. 
Eventually, in response to widespread criticism 
and local protests, the government suspended 
the timber concessions. They were soon 
replaced with Economic Land Concessions 
(ELCs) ‘to bring economic benefits’ to the 
nation. In reality, ELCs were a new route to 

mine the country’s ‘green gold’. ELCs are not 
supposed to encroach on state forests. But they 
do: 70 per cent of the concessions in 2012 
overlapped with protected zones – areas that 
contain large stands of valuable timber. 

Marcus Hardtke, from the German environ-
mental organization ARA, has worked in the 
country for the past 20 years. He describes the 
ELCs as ‘a cancer on the side of the forest’.

Forest protection network

In Prey Lang, in northern Cambodia, local 
people began to fight deforestation in the  
mid-1990s. Resin-tree owners in the lowland 
forest defied armed guards to protect their  
trees from loggers. One resident’s house was 
sprayed with bullets; two people were killed  
in the conflict. 

In 2006, people living around Prey 
Lang started to organize a grassroots ‘forest 
protection network’ led by local activist Chut 
Wutty. They began to patrol, looking for  
illegal loggers.

Parallel to the growth of the network, 
community forestry expanded across the 
country. But local forest defenders face 
entrenched resistance. They must negotiate 
a lengthy eight-step process to receive 
‘community forest’ status. Even then, the 
tenure period is only for 15 years – compared to 
99 years for an ELC licence. 

Despite the barriers, community forestry 
has been shown to be more effective than 

Don’t even think about 

it: a sign in Mondulkiri 

province in eastern 

Cambodia warns against 

illegal logging. 
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state management. Patrols reduce both illegal 
logging and small-scale forest clearing. And in 
many areas community forests act as buffers, 
reducing encroachment into primary forest.

However, in the last three years Prey Lang’s 
forests have seen a new wave of illegal logging. 
Several have been completely decimated. Across 
the country, community forests and protected 
areas are plundered by illegal land concessions 
and armed loggers. The deliberate exploitation 
of Cambodia’s timber wealth is often defended 
by the military in collusion with corrupt 
government officials. Chainsaws captured 
and turned over to the Forest Administration 
often appear weeks later back in the hands of 
their owners. In Prey Lang, signs marking 
the boundary of one community forest now 
overlook a landscape of burning stumps.

The challenges are formidable: increasing 
corruption that links loggers, companies and 
officials; new machinery that cuts trees at an 
astounding rate; political opposition from 
powerful members of the timber cartels; violence 
and intimidation; and weak international allies. 

In 2012, Chut Wutty was killed investigating 
an illegal logging site in the Cardamom 
Mountains of southwest Cambodia. The Prey 
Lang Network faltered. Patrols stopped for 
months at a time. Then in 2014 a new threat 
emerged – an enormous saw mill owned by the 
Prime Minister’s brother, Hun Neng. Without 
political back-up, the communities were left 
vulnerable. Since Chut Wutty’s death, Marcus 

Hardtke has seen the network fall under the 
influence of NGOs that fail to provide all-
important advocacy and political back-up.

Misguided aid

But new activists are emerging. Ouch Leng 
worked with the Prey Lang Network after 
Wutty’s death. Then in 2014 he went solo, 
exposing the illegal logging and the abuse 
of timber export and ELC licensing by Try 
Pheap, a tycoon with strong ties to the ruling 
party. Leng posed as a cook working with the 
Vietnamese loggers employed by Try Pheap 
in the protected areas of Rattanakiri in the 
northeast. Back in the capital, he leaked  
the names of 500 members of the armed  
forces involved in the illegal timber trade.

‘The forest is decreasing day by day,’ says 
Leng. ‘The government and high-ranking 
officers are destroying it completely.’

This destruction is compounded by 
misguided foreign aid schemes. USAID’s 
$20-million ‘Supporting Forests and 
Biodiversity’ project, managed by Winrock 
International, has not tackled deforestation.  
On their watch rubber plantations have 
obliterated 30,000 hectares of ‘protected’  
forest in eastern Cambodia.

Last December, Winrock helped set up a 
new ‘forest network’ complete with USAID-
emblazoned equipment. The new groups, 
flanked by armed police, blocked the ‘real’ Prey 
Lang Network from investigating an area of 
suspected illegal logging.

But Chut Wutty’s 
original community 
network is resilient. Last 
year they began regular 
patrols again. And at the 
recent climate talks in 
Paris they received the 
2015 UN Equator Prize in 
recognition of their work. 
Ouch Leng jostles with the 
network, cajoling them to 
use their prize money to 
protect the forest before it 
is too late. 

He is also introducing 
new tactics to strike fear 
into the hearts of illegal 
loggers. He will invite local monks to invoke 
Chut Wutty’s ghost – posting white funeral 
flags in the forest, stringing stencils of Wutty’s 
face between trees, and pinning the skull-and-
cross-bones to the trunks. 

A ghost forest to scare away the enemies of 
his murdered comrade.

Fran Lambrick is a writer and researcher. She recently 

completed a PhD on community forestry in Cambodia 

and the ilm, I am Chut Wutty, which follows the activist’s 

battle against deforestation.

Slain Cambodian 

activist Chut Wutty’s 

son marches with 

supporters following his 

father’s murder in 2012. 

Wutty was killed while 

investigating illegal 

logging in southwest 

Cambodia. 

From 2001 to 2013 

Cambodia lost  

1.5 million hectares 

of tree cover due to 

logging and clearing 

land for plantations.

By the end of 2013,  

14% of the country –  

2.6 million hectares 

– had been earmarked  

for commercial 

agriculture.
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The Big Story  FORESTS 

Green machines
The complex chemistry of forests is still largely unknown. 

DIANA BERESFORDKROEGER examines the intimate 

relationship between trees and the air we breathe.

From a distance you never see the leaves for 
the trees. But if you look closely you can see the 
natural aerosols. They rise spectre-like from the 
forest and linger as a blue haze on the horizon 
almost everywhere on Earth.

The global forest produces this invisible, 
protective mantle of airborne molecules. These 
chemicals hold a design for lift much like a bird 
or a bee. They float away to join the tide of 
atmospheric gases and water vapour that guard 
this planet.

The tide of gases in the atmosphere is in 
constant flux. Usually, these are seasonal 
changes. The atmosphere feels a form of 
dormancy in winter but spring brings with it a 
fresh flush of oxygen to brace the world with 
new growth.

This flush is called a respiration curve. In 
medicine, such curves are indicators of health 
for all breathing, living creatures – of which 
this planet is one. Oxygen goes into the lungs 
and carbon dioxide (CO2) comes out. In recent 
years, the atmosphere is showing that this has 
far-reaching consequences for life itself.

An atmosphere with high concentrations of 
carbon dioxide is a killer. The haemoglobin of 
all creatures, including humans, will bind with 
either oxygen or carbon dioxide. The oxygen 
reaction is a reversible one. The CO2

 reaction is 
not, forming carboxymethemoglobin followed 
by illness and possibly death.

Fine tuning

Trees and forests are the great protectors 
of life. They make ample use of toxic CO2, 
flushing it into their green system and spilling 
out oxygen from the chlorophyll molecule 
itself. The carbon is routed into building 
wood. The trees grow and mature on this 
menu and forests are born.

Forests are finely tuned, molecular machines 
that must harvest the sun. Trees are around 
400 million years in the making, with a DNA 
library more complicated than the human 
genome. These green machines have a quantum 
grab where they can pull the sun’s energy out 
of the photon and place it into a chlorophyll 
electron. From the backscatter dance of a free 

Spring brings 
with it a 
fresh flush 
of oxygen 
to brace the 
world with 
new growth
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photon on the surface of a leaf, the power of 
photosynthesis arises. This is the foundation of 
our food on land and sea.

As the forest matures, photosynthesis 
feeds many biochemical pathways within the 
tree. Some are used to produce amino acids, 
proteins and hormones. Others are chained 
together to make the three essential fatty acids 
for embryogenesis (reproduction). Labile, 
protective chemicals move into pockets – 
glandular tissues in leaves; trichomal hairs, 
resin ducts and the oleoresins on the tip of a 
root or shoot.

Photosynthesis also feeds fungal and lichen 
life forms, both inside and outside each tree.

Many of these naturally occurring chemicals 
(phytochemicals) join the aerosol armies that are 
released into the atmosphere.

Each species of tree has its own chemical 
identity that is always true to its own genome. 
The greater the diversity within the forest, the 
more varied is the biochemistry and the more 
interactive the synergy between the released 
chemicals. Sometimes the aerosols are released 
under pressure like a landmine. More often it is 
the physics of the sun’s heating that drives the 
release. Other times the aerosols require carrier 
compounds to aid in their lift.

Boosting immunity

Aerosols have a unique ecofunction in the 
atmosphere. Many are ‘scrubber’ compounds, 
like detergent. Their aseptic character helps 
clean the air. Some harbour hallucinogens or 
have gentle anaesthetic characteristics. Many 

are antiviral, antifungal and antibiotic. There 
are also complex, anti-cancer biochemicals that 
become airborne, like those of the pine family.

There are 200 or so species of pine threaded 
through the global forest – from the Jack 
pine (Pinus banksianna) of the northern 
boreal to the Kauri pines (Agathis australis) 
of New Zealand. Pines all produce alpha and 
beta pinenes. Research in Japan has found 
that these aerosols protect the body against 
cancer by boosting the immune system.1 

Something similar happens in the warmer 
forests of the Americas, Asia and Tasmania 
with another aerosol, taxodione, produced 
by the cypress family. Taxodione has strong 
tumour-inhibiting properties. And then there 
is paclitaxel, produced by a yew tree of the 
Taxaceae family and used routinely in the 
treatment of breast cancer.

The human body, with its surface layer of 
epithelial tissue, is built by design to capture 
aerosols. Some of them, like many perfumes, 
have a natural fixative when they land on the 
skin. They can be slowly absorbed either in a 
fat or water-soluble state. The body recognizes 
the molecule and will use it if needed. This is 
the basis of forest bathing, saunas, native sweat 
lodges and the ancient tig n’ allais, or house of 
perspiration of the Druidic priests.

Aerosols have one more big advantage: they 
come free as the air with a walk in the woods.

Diana Beresford-Kroeger is a botanist, medical 

biochemist and author of The Global Forest. She lives  

on a 40-hectare farm near Ottawa, Canada.

1 Q Li, ‘Efect of Forest 
Bathing Trips on Human 
Immune Function’, Qing 
Li. Environmental Health 

Prevention Medicine 15: 9-17. Ga
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Action
The best contacts to check out for news, research and 

facts on deforestation, forest peoples, resource extraction and 

climate change.

World Rainforest Movement, wrm.org.uy 

   Fern, fern.org 

International Tree Foundation, 

internationaltreefoundation.org 

  redd-monitor.org

Environmental Investigation Agency,  

eia-international.org 

Center for International Forestry Research,  

blog.cifor.org 

Forest Peoples Programme,  

forestpeoples.org 

Rainforest Action Network, 

ran.org

Forests Monitor, forestsmonitor.org

Greenpeace,  

greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/forests/ 

    Global Witness, globalwitness.org 
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Leader: Dilma Vana Roussef, re-elected in 
2014, is Brazil’s irst woman president.
Economy: 7th largest in the world. GNI per 
capita $11,530 (Argentina $13,480, Bolivia 
$2,870, United States $55,200). 
An extremely diverse economy, with 
signiicant agricultural, mining, manufact-
uring and service sectors. In the irst nine 
months of 2015, the economy shrank by 
3.2%. Brazil became a net external creditor 
in 2008 but most recently two international 
credit agencies downgraded the country to 
‘junk’ status.
Currency: Real (plural Reais).
Main exports: iron ore, soybeans, sugar, 
poultry, vehicles. Cofee, once Brazil´s top 
product, is now only 3% of exports.
Population: 206.1 m, including almost 
900,000 indigenous people.  Less than 1% are 
immigrants. Annual population growth rate 
0.9%. People per sq km 25 (UK 267).

Health: Infant mortality 15 per 1,000 live 
births (Argentina 11, Bolivia 31, US 6). Lifetime 
chance of maternal mortality 1 in 780 
(Portugal 1 in 8,800). HIV prevalence 0.6%.
Environment: The Amazon basin occupies 
half of Brazil’s total area and inluences 
rainfall in other regions. The Northeast, 
where a third of the population lives, has 
a large semi-arid area subject to drought. 
Brazil has 12% of the world’s fresh water, but 
continuing deforestation of the Amazon 
forest and the cerrado, driven by agribusiness, 
is contributing to climate change and more 
extreme weather events. 
Culture: Brazilians are descended from the 
many indigenous peoples who inhabited 
their land: African slaves from many diferent 
countries, Portuguese settlers, and European 
and Japanese immigrants. 
Religion: Catholic 65%, Protestant, including 
Pentecostal, 22%. Other religions, including 

Afro-religions, 5%. Non-religious 8%. 
Language: Portuguese (o�cial). Over 150 
languages are also spoken by 246 indigenous 
groups. 
Human Development Index: 0.755, 75th of 
188 countries.

Country Profile

Brazil is the country of the future, 
and always will be, Brazilians ruefully 
used to say. Then, in 2002, the 
Workers Party (PT) came to power,  
led by the immensely popular trade-
union leader Luis Inacio Lula da Silva, 
and it seemed that the future had 
finally arrived.

Re-elected in 2006, his two terms 
in office coincided with a boom in 
commodity prices and the discovery of 
huge offshore oilfields. The economy 
grew at over seven per cent per year 
and – thanks to groundbreaking 
income compensation programmes, 
a real rise in the minimum wage, and 
full employment – extreme poverty 
was all but eliminated. Millions who 
had never previously had a bank 
account became consumers and 
credit-card holders. Primary-school 
enrolment reached almost 100 per 
cent, child mortality fell dramatically, 
and quotas and government loans 
opened up higher education to 
hundreds of thousands who had never 
dreamed of going to university. 

But the dream was short-lived. 
In 2014, Dilma Rousseff was 

re-elected president for the fourth 
consecutive PT government, just as 
Brazil began to be hit by China’s slow-
down, the slump in oil and commodity 
prices, and the bad economic decisions 
of her first government, which  
squandered the bonanza years. 

Together with the economic down-
turn, the revelation of a vast multi-
million-dollar corruption scheme 
involving state oil company Petrobras, 
major construction firms and the PT, 
led to a nosedive in her popularity.  
Although the corruption scheme 
began under previous non-PT govern-
ments and involved politicians from 
many parties, the media focus was  
on the PT. As a result there were 
demands for her impeachment from 
a hostile Congress, the conservative 
media, and sections of the electorate. 
By 2016, Brazil had lost its status as 
an attractive emerging market and 
had plunged into recession, with 
double-digit inflation and soaring 
unemployment. 

The failure of Brazil’s first leftwing 
party in power to carry out big, bold 
reforms and dismantle an extremely 
unequal society was a huge disappoint-
ment to many of its members, who had 
hoped for ambitious land reform to 
benefit millions of poor rural labourers, 
and a crackdown on billion-dollar tax 
evasion by the wealthy. Instead, obliged 
to form coalition governments to get a 
majority in Congress, the PT made alli-
ances with the same corrupt politicians 
they had criticized while in opposi-
tion. Big business and large 
landowners found they had 
nothing to worry about, 
after all. 

Besides these huge political and 
economic problems, Brazil also faces 
the consequences of climate change, 
propelled by deforestation of the 
Amazon. PT governments, ignoring 
the terrible cost to indigenous commu-
nities, have pushed ahead with giant 
billion-dollar hydropower dams on 
Amazon rivers, in preference to renew-
ables like wind, solar and biomass, all 
of which are abundantly available. The 
exceptionally harsh year-long drought 
of 2015 contributed to the prolifera-
tion of the Aedes egyptii mosquito, 
causing widespread epidemics of 
dengue fever and spreading the zika 
virus, suspected of causing micro-
encephaly and brain damage in thou-
sands of newborn babies.  

Yet while the PT government has 
faltered and, in many areas, failed, 
Brazil remains a country free from the 
major ethnic and religious conflicts 
that have torn apart so many others.  
At the same time, there is a paradox: 
with so much going for it, why is it  
still one of the most unequal and 
violent countries in the world? 
Between 1980 and 2013, almost half 
a million young people aged 15 to 
29 were killed by guns. A dispropor-
tionate number were black. For many, 
this is the legacy of almost 400 years 

of slavery, and Brazil still has a  
long way to go to wipe it out. 

Jan Rocha
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Star ratings Last profiled Jan-Feb 2004 NI assessment

EXCELLENT 

 GOOD
 FAIR 

 POOR 
 APPALLING

Clockwise from top: The iconic view of Rio and the Lagoa da Zona Sul; the beautiful game outside a church in Providencia, Rio’s oldest favela; 15-year-old belles 

from the Cerro-Korah favela attending a debutante ball organized as a good-will gesture by the Pacifying Police Unit; Zumbi da Silva, a former rubbish-

picker in Esqueleto who now works in a new recycling co-operative. Photos by Lianne Milton / Panos Pictures.

INCOME DISTRIBUTION 
Has improved in the last 12 years  
but still one of the world’s biggest 
gaps between rich and poor. Top  
10% are 42 times richer than the 
bottom 10%. 2004 

LITERACY 
The o�cial igure is 91% but 
an estimated 18% of adults are 
functionally illiterate. Fundamental 
education is now mandatory for 
children aged 6 to 14. In 2012 
quotas for black and indigenous 
students were introduced at federal 
universities.  2004 

LIFE EXPECTANCY  
75 years (Argentina 76, Bolivia 68, US 
79). A plunging fertility rate means a 
growing proportion of older people 
in the population. 2004  

$

$

POSITION OF WOMEN   
The president is female but women 
are under-represented in Congress 
and state assemblies. Violence against 
women is high, especially in rural 
areas.  2004 

FREEDOM 
No formal media censorship, but 
physical intimidation of journalists, 
including assassinations, mostly 
involving police and politicians  
in smaller towns. 2004 

SEXUAL MINORITIES  
The world’s largest Gay Pride Parade 
takes place in São Paulo, TV soaps 
now feature gay characters, but 
homophobia is strong. In Congress 
conservative Pentecostals have 
blocked a bill to make homophobia  
a crime. 

POLITICS   
Elected on a leftwing ticket, 
President Rousssef is in coalition 
with a centre-right party. Her 
orthodox austerity programme 
has led to surging unemployment 
and rising unpopularity. Brazil 
has the highest interest rates in 
the world (14.25% per annum), 
but there is still double-digit 
inlation. If she survives attempts 
to impeach her, she will probably 
be a lame duck until her term 
ends in 2018. 
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Essay

Western consumer culture is creating a psycho-spiritual 

crisis that leaves us disoriented and bereft of purpose.  

How can we treat our sick culture and make ourselves well? 

asks JOHN F SCHUMAKER.

OUR descent into the Age of Depression 
seems unstoppable. Three decades 

ago, the average age for the first onset of 
depression was 30. Today it is 14. Researchers 
such as Stephen Izard at Duke University point 
out that the rate of depression in Western 
industrialized societies is doubling with each 
successive generational cohort. At this pace, 
over 50 per cent of our younger generation, 
aged 18-29, will succumb to it by middle age. 
Extrapolating one generation further, we arrive 
at the dire conclusion that virtually everyone 
will fall prey to depression.  

By contrast to many traditional cultures 
that lack depression entirely, or even a word 
for it, Western consumer culture is certainly 
depression-prone. But depression is so much a 
part of our vocabulary that the word itself has 
come to describe mental states that should be 
understood differently. In fact, when people 
with a diagnosis of depression are examined 
more closely, the majority do not actually fit 
that diagnosis. In the largest study of its kind, 
Ramin Mojtabai of Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 
School of Public Health sampled over 5,600 
cases and found that only 38 per cent of them 
met the criteria for depression.  

Contributing to the confusion is the equally 
insidious epidemic of demoralization that also 

afflicts modern culture. Since it shares some 
symptoms with depression, demoralization 
tends to be mislabelled and treated as if it 
were depression. A major reason for the poor 
28-per-cent success rate of anti-depressant 
drugs is that a high percentage of ‘depression’ 
cases are actually demoralization, a condition 
unresponsive to drugs.

Existential disorder

In the past, our understanding of 
demoralization was limited to specific 
extreme situations, such as debilitating 
physical injury, terminal illness, prisoner-of-
war camps, or anti-morale military tactics. 
But there is also a cultural variety that 
can express itself more subtly and develop 
behind the scenes of normal everyday life 
under pathological cultural conditions such 
as we have today. This culturally generated 
demoralization is nearly impossible to avoid 
for the modern ‘consumer’.

Rather than a depressive disorder, 
demoralization is a type of existential 
disorder associated with the breakdown of a 
person’s ‘cognitive map’. It is an overarching 
psycho-spiritual crisis in which victims 
feel generally disoriented and unable to 
locate meaning, purpose or sources of need 

The demoralized mind
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fulfilment. The world loses its credibility, 
and former beliefs and convictions dissolve 
into doubt, uncertainty and loss of direction. 
Frustration, anger and bitterness are usual 
accompaniments, as well as an underlying 
sense of being part of a lost cause or losing 
battle. The label ‘existential depression’ is 
not appropriate since, unlike most forms 
of depression, demoralization is a realistic 
response to the circumstances impinging on 
the person’s life.   

As it is absorbed, consumer culture imposes 
numerous influences that weaken personality 
structures, undermine coping and lay the 
groundwork for eventual demoralization. Its 
driving features – individualism, materialism, 
hyper-competition, greed, over-complication, 
overwork, hurriedness and debt – all correlate 
negatively with psychological health and/
or social wellbeing. The level of intimacy, 
trust and true friendship in people’s lives 
has plummeted. Sources of wisdom, social 
and community support, spiritual comfort, 
intellectual growth and life education have 
dried up. Passivity and choice have displaced 
creativity and mastery. Resilience traits such as 
patience, restraint and fortitude have given way 
to short attention spans, over-indulgence and a 
masturbatory approach to life.  

Research shows that, in contrast to earlier 
times, most people today are unable to identify 
any sort of philosophy of life or set of guiding 
principles. Without an existential compass, 
the commercialized mind gravitates toward a 
‘philosophy of futility’, as Noam Chomsky calls 
it, in which people feel naked of power and 
significance beyond their conditioned role as 
pliant consumers. Lacking substance and depth, 
and adrift from others and themselves, the thin 
and fragile consumer self is easily fragmented 
and dispirited.

By their design, the central organizing 
principles and practices of consumer culture 
perpetuate an ‘existential vacuum’ that is a 
precursor to demoralization. This inner void is 
often experienced as chronic and inescapable 
boredom, which is not surprising. Despite 
surface appearances to the contrary, the 
consumer age is deathly boring. Boredom is 
caused, not because an activity is inherently 
boring, but because it is not meaningful to 
the person. Since the life of the consumer 
revolves around the overkill of meaningless 
manufactured low-level material desires, it 
is quickly engulfed by boredom, as well as 
jadedness, ennui and discontent. This steadily 
graduates to ‘existential boredom’ wherein 
the person finds all of life uninteresting and 
unrewarding.  

Moral net

Consumption itself is a flawed motivational 
platform for a society. Repeated consummation 
of desire, without moderating constraints, 
only serves to habituate people and diminish 
the future satisfaction potential of what is 
consumed. This develops gradually into 
‘consumer anhedonia’, wherein consumption 
loses reward capacity and offers no more than 
distraction and ritualistic value. Consumerism 
and psychic deadness are inexorable bedfellows.  

Individualistic models of mind have stymied 
our understanding of many disorders that are 
primarily of cultural origin. But recent years 
have seen a growing interest in the topic of 
cultural health and ill-health as they impact 
upon general wellbeing. At the same time, 
we are moving away from naïve behavioural 
models and returning to the obvious fact that 
the human being has a fundamental nature, as 
well as a distinct set of human needs, that must 
be addressed by a cultural blueprint. 

In his groundbreaking book The Moral 
Order, anthropologist Raoul Naroll used 
the term ‘moral net’ to indicate the cultural 
infrastructure that is required for the mental 
wellbeing of its members. He used numerous 
examples to show that entire societies can 
become predisposed to an array of mental 
ills if their ‘moral net’ deteriorates beyond a 
certain point. To avoid this, a society’s moral 
net must be able to meet the key psycho-social-
spiritual needs of its members, including 
a sense of identity and belonging, co-
operative activities that weave people into 
a community, and shared rituals and beliefs 
that offer a convincing existential orientation.  

Similarly, in The Sane Society, Erich 
Fromm cited ‘frame of orientation’ as one 
of our vital ‘existential needs’, but pointed 
out that today’s ‘marketing characters’ are 
shackled by a cultural programme that 
actively blocks fulfilment of this and other 
needs, including the needs for belonging, 
rootedness, identity, transcendence and 
intellectual stimulation. We are living 
under conditions of ‘cultural insanity’, a 
term referring to a pathological mismatch 
between the inculturation strategies of a 
culture and the intrapsychic needs of its 
followers. Being normal is no longer a 
healthy ambition.  

Human culture has mutated into a 
sociopathic marketing machine dominated 
by economic priorities and psychological 
manipulation. Never before has a cultural  
system inculcated its followers to suppress  
so much of their humanity. Leading this  
hostile takeover of the collective psyche  
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are increasingly sophisticated propaganda and 
misinformation industries that traffic the illusion 
of consumer happiness by wildly amplifying 
our expectations of the material world. Today’s 
consumers are by far the most propagandized 
people in history. The relentless and repetitive 
effect is highly hypnotic, diminishing critical 
faculties, reducing one’s sense of self, and 
transforming commercial unreality into a 
surrogate for meaning and purpose. 

The more lost, disoriented and spiritually 
defeated people become, the more susceptible 
they become to persuasion, and the more they 
end up buying into the oversold expectations of 
consumption. But in unreality culture, hyper-
inflated expectations continually collide with 
the reality of experience. Since nothing lives 
up to the hype, the world of the consumer is 
actually an ongoing exercise in disappointment. 
While most disappointments are minor and 
easy to dissociate, they accumulate into an 
emotional background of frustration as deeper 
human needs get neglected. Continued 
starvation of these needs fuels disillusion 
about one’s whole approach to life. Over time, 
people’s core assumptions can become unstable.

Culture proofing

At its heart, demoralization is a generalized 
loss of credibility in the assumptions that 
ground our existence and guide our actions. 
The assumptions underpinning our allegiance 
to consumerism are especially vulnerable since 
they are fundamentally dehumanizing. As they 
unravel, it becomes increasingly difficult to 
identify with the values, goals and aspirations 
that were once part of our consumer reality. 
The consequent feeling of being forsaken and 
on the wrong life track is easily mistaken for 
depression, or even unhappiness, but in fact it is 
the type of demoralization that most consumer 
beings will experience to some degree. 

For the younger generation, the course 
of boredom, disappointment, disillusion and 
demoralization is almost inevitable. As the 
products of invisible parents, commercialized 
education, cradle-to-grave marketing and 
a profoundly boring and insane cultural 
programme, they must also assimilate into 
consumer culture while knowing from 
the outset that its workings are destroying 
the planet and jeopardizing their future. 
Understandably, they have become the trance 
generation, with an insatiable appetite for any 
technology that can downsize awareness and 
blunt the emotions. With society in existential 
crisis, and emotional life on a steep downward 
trajectory, trance is today’s fastest-growing 
consumer market.

Once our collapsed assumptions give way 
to demoralization, the problem becomes how 
to rebuild the unconscious foundations of our 
lives. In their present forms, the psychology 
and psychiatry professions are of little use in 
treating disorders that are rooted in culture 
and normality. While individual therapy 
will not begin to heal a demoralized society, 
to be effective such approaches must be 
insight-oriented and focused on the cultural 
sources of the person’s assumptions, identity, 
values and centres of meaning. Cultural 
deprogramming is essential, along with 
‘culture proofing’, disobedience training and 
character development strategies, all aimed at 
constructing a worldview that better connects 
the person to self, others and the natural world.  

The real task is somehow to treat a sick culture 
rather than its sick individuals. Erich Fromm 
sums up this challenge: ‘We can’t make people 
sane by making them adjust to this society. We 
need a society that is adjusted to the needs of 
people.’ Fromm’s solution included a Supreme 
Cultural Council that would serve as a cultural 
overseer and advise governments on corrective 
and preventive action. But that sort of solution 
is still a long way off, as is a science of culture 
change. Democracy in its present guise is a 
guardian of cultural insanity.

We are long overdue a cultural 
revolution that would force a radical 
revamp of the political process, 
economics, work, family and 
environmental policy. It is true that a 
society of demoralized people is unlikely 
to revolt even though it sits on a massive 
powder keg of pent-up frustration. But 
credibility counteracts demoralization, 
and this frustration can be released with 
immense energy when a credible cause, 
or credible leadership, is added to the 
equation.   

It might seem that credibility, 
meaning and purposeful action would 
derive from the multiple threats to our 
safety and survival posed by the fatal 
mismatch between consumer culture 
and the needs of the planet. The fact 
that it has not highlights the degree of 
demoralization that infects the consumer 
age. With its infrastructure firmly 
entrenched, and minimal signs of collective 
resistance, all signs suggest that our obsolete 
system – what some call ‘disaster capitalism’ – 
will prevail until global catastrophe dictates for 
us new cultural directions. 

John F Schumaker is a retired psychology academic 

living in Christchurch, New Zealand/Aotearoa.
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We are constantly told, probably by someone making 
money out of it, that the 2016 US presidential race will be 
won or lost on the internet. This is in many ways true – and 
is hardly the most original point ever made. Unless that is, 
you’re presidential contender Hillary Clinton, a woman who 
appears to have a weaker grasp of 21st-century technology 
than, I dunno, Benjamin Franklin. 

During the New Hampshire leg of the campaign, Hillary 
got chatting with a voter who wanted a selfie. He explained 
that she had posed for one with his friend earlier in the week 
and it had ‘gone viral’, to which Hillary replied: ‘He went 
viral? Sounds like some kind of disease.’ Now, despite being 
no fan of Clinton, I’d be willing to file this one under ‘Crap 
Jokes’ rather than ‘Moronic Technophobia’ were it not for 
the fact that Hillary has form when it comes to IT idiocy. 

Last year it also emerged that she has no idea how to use 
a fax machine and that she hasn’t the faintest how to send 
an email from a computer. Ironically this information was 
found on a private server in her house from which she had 
managed to delete over 31,000 ‘personal’ emails without 
any help from the FBI, which had requested to see them. 
I’m amazed she even knew how to turn it off and on again.

She also tried to stem the tide of youth votes to 
hopelessly in-touch septuagenarian Bernie Sanders by 
posting a major advert on the log-in page for AOL.com, a 
service used almost exclusively by silver surfers who still use 
dial-up modems to access the ‘worldwide web’. I dread to 
think how much energy her team has spent wooing voters 
on the MySpace bulletin boards.  

Hillary might possess all the technical know-how of 
someone who keeps their Nokia mobile phone in the 
kitchen drawer, but the same can’t be said for Republican 
candidate Ted Cruz. Cruz has embraced the internet as a 
way of impressing prospective supporters from the get-go, 
even making a YouTube video demonstrating that quaint 
ole Texas tradition of cooking bacon… using a machine 
gun. The message being: a man who makes his breakfast 
using lethal military hardware is surely a man of principle 
and integrity.

In general, politicians and the Net don’t get on, largely 
because – thanks to the internet – we now have more 
information about what they are really like than ever before. 
Although, as the case of US politician Anthony Weiner, who 
was shamed after posting his… weiner online, proves: you 
can end up with too much information if you’re not careful.

Perhaps the most misjudged attempt to use the internet 
to engage with the electorate took place in Hawaii last 
year, when, in his bid to become a State Senator, councillor 
Greggor Ilagan asked for support in using mobile dating 
app Tinder. He quickly abandoned the project when he was 
inundated with hot dates from horny voters of both sexes. 
I’m not sure if a similar strategy could help Hillary engage 
more effectively, but I’m certain Bill Clinton must be gutted 
that Tinder didn’t exist when he was running for Office.  

Steve Parry is a comedy writer, performer and political activist.  

He is Welsh and lives in north London. You can contact him on  

Twitter: @stevejparry

Net gains for politicians

Steve Parry
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Mixed Media  

Our Little Sister (128 minutes)

written and directed by Kore-eda Hirokazu 

Three 20-something sisters live together in their family home in a 
seaside town near Tokyo. Both their parents had moved on with new 
partners, but their father, who they have not seen since he divorced 
their mother, has just died. At his funeral, Sachi, the eldest, invites 
their teenage half-sister, Suzu, to live with them.  

It’s a gentle woman-centred film about personality and relationships, 
the influence of parents and siblings, the choices they make. Sachi takes 
responsibility, scolds and chivvies her sisters, and works as a nurse. 
Yoshino squabbles with her, borrows her clothes, and is as casual about 
boyfriends. Suzu, who had looked after her ailing father, is mature 
beyond her years, plays in a boys’ football team, and is wiser and more 
focused than her youngest sister, Chika, who works in a shoe shop.

A far cry from Hollywood, there’s no clear-cut resolution, and the 
greatest fulfilment arises from insight and simple acts of kindness. 
Austere but memorable.

  ML

Dheepan (115 minutes)

directed and co-written by Jacques Audiard

A forest glade, birds singing. A group of men stand quietly in the distance. 
A close-up shows stacked tree branches, interspersed bodies. After the funeral 
pyre is lit, one of the men – Dheepan – strips off, burns his military fatigues, 
puts on jeans and a t-shirt. No longer an officer in the Tamil Tigers, he fakes 
a new identity, wife and daughter. It’s the start of a refugee’s journey to a very 
rough banlieu somewhere in France, and a job as a caretaker.

Audiard has made fierce thrillers, set on the margins of French life, with a 
very strong sense of milieu and identity. Here drug dealing is ever-present, but 
the focus is on the transplanted trio. The hugely capable Dheephan, getting on 
with his work, becoming known, getting to know people. Yalini, his assumed 
wife, cooking and cleaning for an elderly man, troubled by the violence around. 
The teenage Illayal, soon thriving at school, teaching them both French. 

Dheepan shows people, who the media only present as numbers, as 
individually human, and impressively capable and resilient. It’s rounded, 
vivid, utterly absorbing, and has real impact.

  ML

Dheepan – a man 

of many talents.

The Measure of a Man (Le Loi du Marché) 
(104 minutes) directed and co-written by Stéphane Brizé

Thierry, an unemployed tool maker, redundant along with 700 
others, is struggling to find work. He meets employment advisers, 
has job interviews, tries to borrow money from a bank manager. It’s 
demoralizing, but he keeps his equilibrium. His home life is good – warm 
and loving. He goes to jive classes with his wife, and they have a 15-year-
old son with cerebral palsy who plans to go to college, which they’ll have 
to part-pay for. 

When he does find work, it’s as a security officer, watching for theft 
on the floor of a superstore and through an array of security cameras. 
He witnesses interviews with suspected thieves, including colleagues. 
It’s both numbing and stinging, and Vincent Lindon, as Thierry, is 
superbly expressive through a mask of resignation. 

At what point does it become intolerable to him? Accumulating 
low-key scenes suggest an economy no longer able to meet the needs of 
recently comfortable working people. Here we have an ordinary life – 
but with big implications. 

    ML

FILM
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Our Little Sister – a gentle woman-centred film from Japan.
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Forever Is 4 You 
by Malawi Mouse Boys 

(Independent Records IRL 092 CD)

These are country boys who 
grew up together and who take 
their band name from a previous 
income stream – selling kebabed 
field-mice on the roadside at 
a time when food shortages 
provoked grim measures. 
Together they specialize in 
unmannered gospel music that 
speaks with absolute conviction.

Malawi Mouse Boys’ third 
album comes after acclaimed 
predecessors He is #1 (2012) and Dirt Is Good (2014). It 
sees the band halved in size, which makes a difference in 
the sheer weight of the sound. However, the core members 
– vocalist-guitarists Zondiwe Kachingwe, Alfred Gavanala 
and Nelson Mulligo and percussionist Joseph Nekwankwa – 
evince a pared-down strength that makes Forever Is 4 You 
so powerful. 

When the emotion comes 
it hits hard – nowhere more 
so than on ‘Umasiye Wanga’ 
(‘My Loneliness’) when 
Nekwankwa sings of the 
death of his mother. It’s a 
short song, time marked 
by a simple percussive 
beat. Nothing prepares the 
listener for the break in the 
voice, then the breakdown 
and, finally, the sobs that 
end the song. The tape runs. 
It captures everything in 
this field-recording of the 
emotions. 

It’s not all so stark. Elsewhere, there are Chichewa-
language whooping praise songs, hymnal chorales, and a 
strange song inspired by the squeaks of mice. And then, 
‘Ian, A Blessing’, which calls down heavenly benedictions 
on the band’s producer Ian Brennan. That’s a surprise.

 LG
malawimouseboys.com

MUSIC

Wa Di Yo by Lakou Mizik 

(Cumbancha Discovery CMB-CD-31 CD)

A short introduction of ambient noise – insects stirring, a cock crowing, you 
can almost hear the hazy sunlight shining on the Haitian port of Jacmel. It’s 
no coincidence that an invocation of this town, nearly flattened by the 2010 
earthquake, is how Lakou Mizik choose to open Wa Di Yo. The crowd-
funded album – the title of which translates as ‘You tell them!’– 
is fuelled by the desire to show that there is still much to 
celebrate in the country. ‘Poze!’ (‘Calm down!’) sings 
Steeve Valcourt on one song – albeit to a hip-
swinging rhythm guaranteed to get audiences 
kicking over their chairs to dance. 

Based in Port-au-Prince, the nine-
strong roots band was formed in the wake 
of the earthquake. Lakou Mizik (the Kreyòl 
word ‘lakou’ denotes a gathering as well as 
home) is a multi-generational band that is 
solidly entrenched in Haiti’s melange of styles. 
Voudou, rara and merengue pour forth from 
an instrumentation assembled around guitars, 
accordions, sax and tripping percussion, this 
last from Sanba Zao. Crisp production from 
producer Zach Niles means that the musical 
lines flow well and there’s some wonderful 
singing, too. 

Appropriately, Papa Legba, the divinity 
associated with Haiti, gets a song to promote  
the cause of positivity. Delivered entirely in 
Haitian Kreyòl, most listeners will need the  
help of a lyric sheet, but that shouldn’t deter 
anyone from this heartfelt, well-crafted music. 

  LG
lakoumizik.com

Wonderful singing and 

heartfelt, well-crafted music 

from Haiti’s Lakou Mizik.
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Mixed Media

BOOKS

A Girl in Exile  
by Ismail Kadare, translated by John Hodgson (Harvill Secker, ISBN 978-846558467)

The Albanian poet and novelist Ismail Kadare once 
famously declared that ‘the writer is the natural enemy 
of dictatorship.’ His latest novel, A Girl in Exile, explores 
that antagonism by way of a strange tale of obsession 
and friendship, set in the latter years of communist rule 
in Albania. The hero, Linda, is interned in a provincial 
backwater for political reasons: she is of bourgeois stock, 
and has been deemed a ‘class enemy’ by association. 
Prohibited from entering the capital city, she becomes 
infatuated with Rudian, a successful playwright in 
Tirana whom she has never met but who embodies the 
cosmopolitan life she desperately craves. Unable to reach 
him directly, she lives vicariously through her best friend, 
Migena, who embarks on an affair with the playwright. 

The novel follows the unwitting Rudian as he 
incredulously unravels the truth of this most bizarre 
ménage whilst simultaneously fending off harassment 
from the authorities, who have earmarked him as a 

corrupting influence. Fraught 
and confused, Kadare’s 
beleaguered alter-ego teeters 
on the brink of madness. 
Blending Kafkaesque paranoia 
and sombre humanism, A 
Girl in Exile is a withering 
indictment of the absurdity 
of totalitarianism and the 
plodding cowardice of its 
apparatchiks, and a poignant 
tribute to lives senselessly 
wrecked by the psychopathic 
officiousness of dogma. Above all, though, it is an 
affirmation of the dissident power of the written word, 
which can be repressed but never effaced.

  HB
randomhouse.co.uk     

The subtitle of Hsiao-Hung Pai’s book is ‘Coming 
face-to-face with the British far right’ and, showing 
courage bordering on folly, this is precisely what 
she does. She takes as her starting point the rise 
of the English Defence League (EDL) from a 
small football-hooligan grouplet in Luton to an 
organization that could call on support for its 
islamophobic demonstrations from the myriad far-
right and neo-Nazi organizations. 

Her method is simple: to approach the leaders 
and activists of the movement – in pubs, in 
their homes, and on demonstrations – and ask 
direct questions about their beliefs and actions.  
Through persistence she gains access to the likes of Tommy 
Robinson, EDL founder and one-time public face of the 
group; Viking, whose ideology is underpinned by a mish-
mash of religion and sword-fighting; and Darren, an early 
member whose growth away from the movement forms the 
spine of the book. 

Time and again, in her discussions 
with these angry and violent individuals, 
the issues of class and insecurity arise.
Overwhelmingly working-class, under-
educated and in marginal jobs at best, they 
are fed a daily diet of islamophobia by the 
rightwing media. Rather than blame the 
political system or the greedy bankers for 
their plight, they look for scapegoats in 
their immediate vicinity and find a ready 
target in their Muslim neighbours.

Angry White People is a lucid 
account of a deluded movement and, 

if her book overly favours anecdote over analysis, Hsiao-
Hung Pai nevertheless deserves high praise in going 
to some very dark places and bringing out invaluable 
information to aid the fight against racism and fascism.

  PW 
zedbooks.net     

Former Guardian journalist 
Shenker has written a brilliant 
account of the Egyptian 
revolution, setting it in its proper 
historical context and recasting it 
as an ongoing flame of resistance 
that refuses to be extinguished.  

Flickering between vivid 
personal testimony and more 
theoretical analysis, The 
Egyptians documents decades 

of fight-back against supercharged neoliberalism: rolling 
waves of labour strikes, widespread acts of community 
resistance, the creation of informal settlements, even whole 
towns declaring independence. 

Egypt now exists in a state of tension between old-style 
dictatorship and an emergent new world of self-organization 
propelled by a determination that rights and justice will 
prevail. If you were inspired by the Egyptian revolution and 
want to go deeper, this is the book to read.

PE
penguin.co.uk

The Egyptians: A Radical Story
by Jack Shenker (Allen Lane, ISBN 9781846146329)

Angry White People
by Hsiao-Hung Pai (Zed Books, ISBN 9781783606924)
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Also out there...
MUSIC The Comet 

Is Coming is a jazz 
electronica trio from 
London led by the 
startlingly talented 
sax player Shabaka 
Hutchings and its debut 
album, Channel the Spirits 

(The Leaf Label), is the 
closest any of us are 

ever going to get to a visit from Sun Ra anytime soon. Combining 
a sci-i eschatology with pumped-up keyboards and percussion, 
the Comets have a Hendrix wildness about them and this is highly 
recommended. 
Wildness, too, in Kinshasa, where the brilliant Konono No. 1 have 
teamed up with Batida, aka the Angolan/Portuguese musician 
Pedro Coquenao. Lots of other fellow travellers come along for 
the ride that is Konono No. 1 Meets Batida (Crammed Discs), and it’s 
quite an excursion.

FILM  The members of 
Pablo Larrain’s The Club 
are four Catholic priests 
banished to a cheerless 
house in a remote Chilean 
seaside town. Superbly 
written, directed and 
acted, it’s a bleak exposé 
of the church, and a 
middle class that puts its 
convenience and comfort 
above all else. 
In The Passing an unsympathetic couple ind themselves in an 
isolated old house with a sympathetic but somewhat remote local 

STAR RATING

EXCELLENT    VERY GOOD    GOOD    FAIR    POOR

man dressed in rather old garb. This is not a startlingly original 
setup but it’s a well-executed, atmospheric, Welsh-language ghost 
story with a political point. 
Peter Greenaway’s Eisenstein in Guanajuato has the pioneering 
Soviet ilmmaker and theorist exploring his sexuality in a more 
liberated climate. Arty design, extravagant visuals, and lots of 
bums, balls and talking about sex. 
Conventionally plotted, but raw, intimate and hard-hitting,  
James White is an indie drama about a 20-something Manhattan 
party boy who learns what life and love are about when his  
mother becomes terminally ill. 

BOOK Robert Legvold, a Soviet and Russian 
foreign policy expert, says: ‘Even two years 
ago I could never have imagined writing this 
book.’ Its title is Return to Cold War (Polity), 

and given events since Ukraine erupted 
in 2014 it seems like no exaggeration. In 
his calm, even-handed analysis, Legvold 
examines how the current US-Russian 
confrontation compares with the original 
Cold War. Today, as then, mistrust and 
pride prevail. Each sees in the other malign 
intent. The West’s support for anti-Russian and pro-NATO elements 
in Ukraine led to Russian aggression, which resulted in US-EU 
sanctions and eforts to isolate Russia. All to no avail. While the US 
sees a troubled Russia under authoritarian rule, forcibly redrawing 
the map to its taste, Putin and those around him are convinced 
that the US has a formal strategy of ‘regime change’, using ‘colour 
revolutions’, and instigated coups d’état in its European backyard. 
Usefully, Legvold not only highlights the many blunders on both 
sides, but also suggests ways forward to make this new Cold War  
‘as shallow and short-lived as possible’. It may involve the US, the 
more powerful party, making the irst conciliatory move.  

REVIEWS EDITOR: Vanessa Baird email: vanessab@newint.org

Reviewers: Houman Barekat, Phil England, Louise Gray, Malcolm Lewis,  

JP O’Malley, Peter Whittaker

In this compelling collection of journalism 
George Monbiot argues that the fundamental 
principles of neoliberal thinking and corporate 
power have now so successfully infiltrated 
Western society that their anonymity has 
become a silent killer of democracy.

Ideas – not banks, or even armies – 
Monbiot argues, run the world. So he asks 
citizens to rise from their somnambulist 
fantasies and take back their democratic 
freedoms before it’s too late. 

The book covers a wide range of topics 
– many from the author’s regular columns 
for The Guardian newspaper. He tackles 
mental health in a society that is fuelled 
by consumption; the connection between 
spiritual wellbeing and closeness to nature; 
the reasons why big business is killing 

small farming, and the totalitarian grip of 
the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) and other such 
arrangements. 

Monbiot isn’t shy about naming the 
enemies: corporate power, cynical lobbyists, 
and a system that widens inequality while 
viewing poverty as an innate social disease.

Sometimes he has a tendency to wander 
into despair bordering on nihilism: the 
insistence, for example, that we are entering 
a perpetual age of loneliness and anxiety. 
But his ability to merge his great arsenal of 
ideas with a writing style that is humane 
and bursting with empathy makes this a fine 
collection of high-minded polemics. 

  JPO
versobooks.com

How Did We Get Into This Mess?
by George Monbiot (Verso, ISBN 9781784783624)
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Last December, Chilean Victor Baeza was 
severely beaten by two local youngsters in the 
old town of Poznan, one of Poland’s most 
prosperous and liberal cities. The assailants 
yelled at him to ‘get the fuck out of Poland’. 
They only left when Victor managed to say, 
in fluent Polish, that he has been living in the 
country for 10 years.

Over a two-month period, similar attacks 
– one on a Syrian cook, one on a Palestinian 
student – were reported in the same city. In 
Krakow, two Polish gay men were beaten. The 
perpetrators claimed they were ‘afraid of gays’. 

Such events happen everywhere, but 
in Poland the problem is more systemic. 
On National Day, 11 November, between 
50,000 and 100,000 people marched across 
Warsaw under a banner of ‘Poland for Poles’, 
denouncing open-border policies and chanting 
anti-Muslim slogans. This happened just days 
after a rightwing party achieved a landslide 
electoral win. The nationalist and populist Law 
and Justice Party (PiS), led by the charismatic 
figure of Jarosław Kaczyński, gained 37.6 per 
cent of the votes, winning enough seats to form 
a majority government. 

Another 8.8 per cent of the vote went to 
Kukiz ’15, a movement led by once-popular 
rock star Paweł Kukiz. It is campaigning for 
the introduction of single-seat constituencies 

and consists of a mosaic of politicians, 
including nationalists and former neo-Nazis, 
some of whom were among the organizers 
and speakers at the 11 November march. As 
time passes, the likelihood of a split in the 
movement increases, and with it grows the 
chance of extreme nationalists having their 
own parliamentary caucus.

No leftwing party won any seats in the 
October elections. The largest of them, 
United Left, fell just short of the eight-
per-cent threshold for coalitions after an 
incoherent campaign full of internal quarrels. 
Newly founded Podemos-like party Razem 
(‘Together’) achieved a surprisingly good result 
of nearly four per cent – but it was not enough 
to get any of its candidates elected. 

‘The right clearly has an advantage now,’ 
says David Ost, professor in political sciences at 
Hobart and William Smith Colleges, an expert 
on the post-communist Polish transformation. 

After winning the elections, the Right quickly 
stepped up its rhetoric. Within weeks, its top 
politicians made numerous anti-refugee, anti-
migrant, anti-German and anti-EU comments. 
All of these groups, according to PiS and Kukiz 
’15, threaten the national integrity of Poland in 
one way or another. The warm relations Poland 
enjoyed with Berlin and Brussels under the 
previous government have cooled down.

Following a decisive election win for Poland’s nationalist 
parties, DOMINIK SIPIŃSKI considers what the country’s 
move to the right means for its people and for Europe.

A rightwing 
spiral

A young Pole wearing clothes 

with nationalistic symbols 

burns a flare in front of the 

National Stadium in Warsaw 

during the anti-migrant 

March of Independence in 

November 2015.
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Poland’s swing to the right is supported by 
more numbers than just the electoral outcome. 
In a 2014 European Social Survey, 9.5 per 
cent of Poles identified themselves as very 
rightwing, nearly three times the average of 
2.9 per cent. 

Rightwing rhetoric

But sociologists tone down these alarmist 
conclusions. 

‘We need to differentiate between politics 
and society. What is happening right now 
in Poland is much more an outcome of the 
political process than the actual views of the 
population,’ claims Maciej Gdula, a sociologist 
from the University of Warsaw.

Gdula goes on to explain that Poles have little, 
if any, reason to fall for the rightwing arguments. 
The country is ethnically homogeneous – in the 
last census, from 2011, only 1.5 per cent of the 
population declared a non-Polish nationality. 
There is also little religious diversity, with some 
88 per cent of the citizens declaring themselves 
to be Roman Catholic. 

The main migrant group is Ukrainians, 
many of whom speak Polish and are well 
integrated, and migrant numbers are nowhere 
near the million claimed by Prime Minister 
Beata Szydło during a hearing in the European 
Parliament. 

‘Most Poles have never had any contact with 
immigrants, besides maybe when they were 
buying a kebab,’ says Gdula half-jokingly. 

Poland itself is also the largest country of 
origin for economic migrants in Europe – with 
an estimated million in the UK alone. 

The country is prosperous economically. Its 
GDP grew by some 60 per cent between 2004 
and 2014 and did not decline even during the 
global financial crisis. The unemployment rate 
has dropped from around 20 per cent in 2003 
to less than 8 per cent now. 

‘There is no real reason, economic or 
cultural, for Poles to be afraid of immigrants. 
In this country the fear is purely imagined,’ 
says Gdula. ‘I am far from subscribing to the 
belief that these views originate from real 
processes, such as poverty or joblessness. There 
are no real tensions here. Poles believe they 
deserve help from the EU and are afraid that 
this will be taken away, even though there is no 
such risk from migrants.’

However, he agrees that the rhetoric of 
rightwing politicians has mesmerized many 
Poles into believing in the ‘dangerous other’ – 
be it migrants, homosexuals or non-Catholics. 

‘Nowadays, the Right has got the easy 
answers, not the Left. Due to that, it has 
been able to reach out and convince those 
who normally do not care about politics,’ 
explains David Ost. He claims that the Left 
has become an easy target to attack, and PiS 
capitalizes on that. 

Gdula also believes that the key to the 
electoral success was not a sudden rightwing 
shift of the population. Rather, PiS and Kukiz 
’15 were able to benefit from the weakness 
of the liberal and leftwing parties and their 
leaders. Gdula points out that in the summer of 
2015 more than 50 per cent of the population 
were in favour of accepting refugees. Had 
the Left been able to reach those people, the 
rightwing turn may not have happened.

Founding myth

On top of that, Kaczyński managed to build 
on the particular history of the Polish anti-
establishment movements. The country has 
never had strong leftist organizations,  
mostly as a result of the persistent anti-Soviet 
Union mood – communism and socialism 
have been compromised, especially among the 
group they claim to empower. The workers’ 
organizations tended to be conservative and 
rightist, explains Piotr Arak, a socioligst at 
Polityka Insight, an analytical centre. This  
has been further exacerbated by the strong  
role of the Catholic Church as the axis of 
resistance during the Cold War. 

‘Rightwingers, and Kaczyński in 
particular, have since the very beginning of 
transformation believed that Polish society 
is indeed vehemently rightwing. This widely 
held perception, a founding myth even, is 
fundamental to understanding the current 
behaviour of the government,’ says Miłosz 
Wiatrowski, a historian at the College of 
Europe in Warsaw.

But even those who believe that Polish 
society is not as rightwing as it seems worry 
about the future. With no Left represented 
in the parliament and the PiS and Kukiz ’15 
dominating the public rhetoric, there is a  
real risk of a rightwing spiral. 

This process is made worse by the political 
takeover of the state-owned media. PiS quite 
openly admits that national TV and radio need 
to play a larger role in the so-called ‘historical 
policy’ – a catch-all phrase for building on a 
nationalistic reading of Polish society.

‘Polish society, like every other, is a process; 
it follows the leaders. This process will increase 
and, in the current situation, the Right can 
increase its influence over the views of the 
population,’ warns Gdula. 

Attacks such as the one on Victor Baeza 
are still a rarity, and most Poles still condemn 
them. But as the radical Right grows in 
strength, while the liberal and left circles  
lack strong leaders, talk about Poland’s turn 
to the right might become a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.  

Dominik Sipiński is a journalist, political scientist and 

photographer based in Poland, writing about politics, 

conlicts and travel.
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mesmerized 
many Poles into 
believing in 
the ‘dangerous 
other’ – be 
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Hillary Clinton is a highly 
criticized and, in some places, 
deeply loathed figure in US 
politics. Much of this sentiment 
comes from Republican partisans, 
particularly the populist fringe 
of tea-partiers and evangelical 
Christians. They see any number 
of conspiracies in which she is 
the major schemer: taking away 
their precious guns, putting 
Planned Parenthood clinics on 
every corner, and even creating 
the Donald Trump campaign to 
destroy the Republican Party. 
Mostly they hate her because of 
her effective stand in support of 
women’s reproductive rights and 
equality.

Yet there are many good     
reasons to be suspicious of Clinton 
and the agenda she would impose 
as president. Make no mistake, the 
Clintons (‘Billary’ to some) – who 
still operate as a team, with former 
president Bill a key campaign 
figure – remain deeply committed to 
maintaining the corporate status quo. 
Hillary has earned millions in speaker 
fees ($225,000 a crack in some cases) 
from Wall Street firms and trade 
associations eager to hear her views.  
In the early days of the 2007-08 
financial meltdown she opined that 
it wasn’t all the banks’ fault, ‘not 
by a long shot’, and instead blamed 
homebuyers who should have known 
they were getting in over their heads. 
These days, she talks a good game 
against bank malfeasance, but her 
voting record does not back this 
up, and a grateful financial sector 
continues to flood her campaigns  
with contributions. 

Those looking for the roots 
of today’s inequality in the US 
often trace it back to Bill Clinton’s 
administration (in which Hillary 
played an active part), particularly the 
1999 repeal of the already enfeebled 
Glass-Steagall Act that separated 
commercial and investment banking. 
‘Clintonomics’ moved the Democrats 
away from their traditional populist 
commitments to fight poverty, instead 

cutting off public support for the poor 
after just two years. 

So the ‘progressivism’ in which 
the Clintons try to clothe themselves 
has always been skin deep. As a 
New York senator, Hillary voted to 
authorize George W Bush’s invasion 
of Iraq. As Secretary of State under 
President Obama, she situated herself 
in the hawkish ‘regime change’ 
wing of US foreign policy. Even in a 
political culture wildly enthusiastic 
in its support for Israel, Clinton 
outdid herself by placing almost 
complete blame on Hamas for the 
butchery committed by the Israeli 
Defense Forces during the 2012 
Gaza incursion, and providing a total 
whitewash for Israel’s murderous 
assault on an unarmed Turkish peace 
flotilla trying to break the Gaza 
blockade in 2010. 

The fingerprints of Team Clinton 
were all over the 2009 military 
coup in Honduras that toppled 
democratically elected but left-leaning 
president Manuel Zelaya. At the time, 
the US was desperate to slow down 
the Bolivarian revolution that was 

sweeping Latin America.  
As Secretary of State, Hillary 
avoided using the ‘c’ word, 
however. Were Zelaya’s removal 
to be considered a ‘coup’, certain 
measures against the coup-making 
oligarchs of Honduras would 
come into legal force. In the US, 
these coup-makers were effectively 
represented by legal pitbull Lanny 
Davis, a Team Clinton member 
who earned his spurs defending  
Bill during his impeachment 
hearings back in the 1990s.  

In her obligatory campaign 
autobiography Hard Choices, 
Clinton presents herself as a 
woman of steely resolve pushing 
the Obama administration to a 
harder line, from Afghanistan to 
Libya. Sadly for her, this does not 
feel like the season for a political 
insider in US politics, with an 
electorate increasingly suspicious of 
what politicians are up to. Bernie 
Sanders, with his overtly socialist 

message, is mounting a credible 
challenge in the Democratic primaries 
– to the surprise of almost everyone. 

Worldbeaters  TAKING AIM AT THE RICH AND POWERFUL

 

Hillary Rodham Clinton
Job: Former US Secretary of State, current candidate for the Democratic Presidential nomination.

Reputation: Safe pair of hands for corporate America and its empire.

LOW CUNNING:  

Clinton plays both sides of the street, 

posing as a liberal Democrat while proving 

her realpolitik credentials by courting 

the support of conservative imperialists 

such as the war criminal Henry Kissinger 

and hardline former Secretary of State 

Madeleine Albright. One of her main 

inancial backers, Hiam Saban, is a pro-

Israel zealot opposed to Obama’s peace 

deal with Iran – one of the Democrats’  

few clear foreign policy successes.  

SENSE OF HUMOUR:  

She claims to have one 

but it is odd indeed: 

when asked to reveal the 

content of her well-paid 

speech to the high and the mighty at 

Goldman Sachs, she just laughs.

Sources: The Guardian; The New York Times; 
Mother Jones; The Nation; Counterpunch; 
forward.com; salon.com; theintercept.com; 
thehu�ngtonpost.com. 
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I am trying to drink my morning 
coffee in peace. But the taxi touts 
just outside the café are bellowing for 
trade. Yellow public taxis converge 
in front of Café Phoenicia here in 
Bangui’s small centre ville all day, and 
the touts compete to herd passengers 
into taxis as fast as possible. I tut 
and shake my head and gulp 
my coffee down quickly (at 
moments like these I realize 
how English I still am). As I 
rise to leave, one of the touts 
screeches out the name of a 
local destination that stops me 
in my tracks for a moment. 

‘Cinq Kilo! The road to 
Cinq Kilo!’ 

If you were to ask Bangui-
ois (as many residents here 
describe themselves) which was 
the most dangerous district in 
this capital city, I bet that 90 
per cent would immediately 
say Cinq Kilo. Its name means 
‘five kilometres’ which is, more 
or less, the distance from the 
Oubangui River to this concrete 
neighbourhood of traders built 
around Bangui’s biggest market. 
At Cinq Kilo you haggle over 
clothes, pans, mattresses, 
motorbikes, medicine and 
cheap, good quality fruit and 
vegetables – and until very recently hand 
grenades that cost just half a US dollar 
each. The Central African Republic 
(CAR) is saturated with small arms.    

Cinq Kilo is home to the 
overwhelming majority of Muslim 
communities in Bangui, who used 
to make up some 15 per cent of the 
five-million-strong population of 
CAR. This densely packed urban 
ghetto of mud streets is also infamous 
for its local ‘self-defence committees’ 
– vigilante gangs of armed young 
men controlled by commanders who 
claim to defend residents from outside 
attacks, but have often committed their 
own appalling violence. 

When Seleka rebels stormed Bangui 
and seized control of CAR three years 
ago, many (though not all) of Cinq 

Kilo’s Muslims supported them. Seleka 
were Muslim led and Central African 
Muslims say they had experienced years 
of institutionalized discrimination, 
mainly from Christians. As one local 
resident put it to me, ‘When Seleka 
first arrived, we thought it was our 
turn to have power.’ But Seleka’s 

indiscriminate violence repulsed 
communities across the country, and 
they were driven out of Bangui by 
another rebel movement, the anti-
Balaka, led by men claiming they 
were ‘liberating’ CAR from Muslim 
extremism. 

As these two movements fought it 
out, Cinq Kilo became a no-go zone of 
fire-bombed streets and shops. Rebels, 
the self-defence committees and other 
local criminal gangs retaliated against 
each other, leaving burnt-out bodies 
in the streets. Thousands of Muslims 
fled. Aid workers pulled out, other 
local residents stayed away, and drivers 
of the yellow public taxis refused to go 
there. I have long-standing friends in 
Cinq Kilo, Muslims and Christians, 
and I won’t ever forget driving there in 

my scruffy little grey car when, apart 
from UN Humvees and tanks, we were 
the only vehicle on the streets.

Throughout 2015, UN 
peacekeepers worked hard to secure 
Cinq Kilo, and gradually the market 
began to revive, though it was still 
volatile. Muslims told me they were 

frightened of leaving the enclave 
even for centre ville, for fear of 
being attacked, and did not dare 
wear traditional Islamic robes. 
When Pope Francis came to 
Bangui at the end of last year 
he paid a fleeting visit to Cinq 
Kilo, receiving a rapturous 
welcome. It galvanized the CAR 
government and UN to try to 
ensure that all Bangui-ois could 
move across their city safely. 
The yellow taxis now drive there 
during daylight hours and are 
usually packed.

But the real change that I’ve 
seen these past few months 
has been from the inside. I 
arranged some discreet meetings 
with youth from the anti-
Balaka, where one said to me, 
‘Madam, we have done many 
bad things, and we’ve gained 
nothing. We need to regain 
our Muslim brothers’ trust. 
This war between us has been 

for nothing.’ Meanwhile Cinq Kilo 
residents’ support for the self-defence 
committees has drained away as people 
see they have also been part of the 
problem. Muslims and Christians now 
mingle more. 

Bangui is still a dangerous city and 
Cinq Kilo can still be edgy: I always 
call someone before driving there, just 
in case. But the road has stayed open. 

I recently smoked a cigarette with 
a driver of one of the yellow taxis. ‘It 
was not the rebels, the Pope or our 
government who freed Cinq Kilo,’  
he said to me. ‘It was us Bangui-ois. 
This city belongs to all of us, and you 
know we all lost too much before we 
realized that.’ 

Ruby Diamonde is a pseudonym.Il
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Letter from Bangui

The freedom of the city
Bangui is opening up and no-go areas are turning into could-go areas, 

observes RUBY DIAMONDE. 
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The focus on test scores is vital to the 
neoliberal vision of education. It is what enables 
standardization and hence accountability across 
the system. If outcomes in the form of test 
scores are what counts, then it becomes easy 
to compare one student with another, one 
class with another, one school with another 
and one state with another. And test-based 
accountability has now become a truly global 
phenomenon, shaping local and national 
educational priorities and policies. 

Since 2000, more and more countries have 
participated in the periodic PISA (Programme 
for International Student Assessment) tests, 
administered by the OECD (Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development). 
These tests, in reading, mathematics and 
science, are taken every three years by 15-year-
olds. Increasingly, the PISA league tables 
drive education policy. PISA-envy inspires 
governments to look to higher-performing 
countries for solutions, ways of addressing their 
own schools’ perceived shortcomings.

The assumption that informs such panic-
stricken responses to any slide down the league 
tables is that context is irrelevant – that what 
works well in one jurisdiction can simply be 
imported into another. If it works in Shanghai, 
then it’s just what Washington needs. 

This is a pretty daft way of developing 
education policy. It simply isn’t feasible to 
isolate one aspect of how schooling is done 
in one culture, one society, and introduce it 
into a completely different culture and society. 
Moreover, it seems clear that the PISA factor 
leads to a narrowing of the curriculum: what 
is important is what is to be tested, and this 
becomes the focus of attention, of time and 
resources, while other aspects of curriculum, 
other dimensions of learning, become marginal. 

But PISA is changing – and changing in 
a way that both mirrors and facilitates the 

neoliberal mania for privatization. In the early 
years of PISA, test design, data collection and 
analysis were all entrusted to international 
consortia of professional organizations. In 
2013, the OECD awarded the contract for 
the administration of their tests in the US to 
McGraw-Hill Education, the giant textbook 
and testing company. In 2014, however, the 
OECD gave the contract for developing the 
frameworks for PISA 2018 to Pearson, the 
largest education company in the world: 
Pearson will determine what is to be tested 
and how. It is worth looking carefully at the 
role that Pearson is now playing in education, 
particularly in the Global South.

Always earning

In July 2015, Pearson sold the Financial Times 
to a Japanese company, Nikkei. John Fallon, 
the head of Pearson, explained the decision to 
sell the internationally respected newspaper that 
had been part of the Pearson portfolio for 58 
years. The FT contributed less than £25 million 
($40 million) to the company’s annual profits 
of around £800 million ($1.3 billion).1 

Pearson, with an annual turnover of nearly 
$8 billion, had made the decision to focus 
exclusively on education. This was not out 
of some sense of civic responsibility; it came 
from a hard-headed business assessment 
of where the profits were to be made. Its 
strapline may be ‘always learning’ but, as other 
commentators have suggested, it might more 
aptly be ‘always earning’.

Pearson’s involvement in education is 
nothing new. It produces textbooks and 
test papers, online learning materials 
and educational software and has a large 
consultancy operation. In the past decade, 
however, it has become a truly global player, 
with over 40,000 employees operating in 
over 80 countries.2 It is in this context that 

PISA-envy, 
Pearson and 
Starbucks-
style schools

Feature EDUCATION

Who needs a 
qualified teacher 
when you can 
have a tablet? 

ADAM UNWIN and JOHN YANDELL explain how international 

testing and privatizing education go hand in hand.

Numbers game: edu-

businesses are keen 

to exploit the profit 

potential of schools 

around the world.
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the award of the contract for PISA 2018 needs 
to be seen. What Pearson is already doing – 
very successfully – is simultaneously influencing 
educational policy and providing solutions 
for the problems which it identifies (and thus 
creating opportunities for further profit-making 
interventions). 

In 2011, Pearson appointed Sir Michael 
Barber as its Chief Education Adviser. 
Barber, who had been working for McKinsey 
(another education consultancy firm), came 
to prominence as head of UK Prime Minister 
Tony Blair’s delivery unit, where he had 
developed ‘deliverology’, his uncompromising, 
outcomes-focused, market-based approach to 
public policy.3 

In government, Barber was massively 
influential in promoting an approach based 
on the assumed superiority of the private 
sector, so that entrepreneurial innovation 
was to remedy the deficiencies and failures of 
the old, monolithic public services. He was, 
therefore, the perfect recruit for companies 
seeking to promote for-profit alternatives to 
public schooling. In 2012, Barber launched 
the Pearson Affordable Learning Fund (PALF) 
as a for-profit venture fund to support the 
development of low-fee private schools in 
African and Asian countries – particularly in 
high-growth emerging markets such as India, 
Pakistan, South Africa, Kenya, Ghana and the 
Philippines.

Pearson bought into Bridge International 
Academies (BIA), a for-profit chain with 
400 schools already opened in Kenya as well 
as seven in Uganda, and plans for further 
expansion in Nigeria and India, with the aim of 
catering for 10 million students by 2015. What 
is significant about this venture is, of course, 
the scale – and it is this which drives Pearson’s 
investment strategy. But equally striking is the 
version of schooling that it represents:

The strategic feature of BIA’s business model is 

based on a vertically integrated Academy-in-a-

box model (also referred to as ‘Starbucks-style’ 

schooling). This involves a radical standardization 

of processes and methods, including curriculum 

and pedagogy, and a heavy reliance on data 

analytics and technology that enable the company 

to expand rapidly and achieve huge economies of 

scale. A scripted curriculum, providing instructions 

for and explanations of what teachers should do 

and say during any given moment of a class, is 

delivered through tablets synchronized with BIA 

headquarters for lesson plan pacing, monitoring 

and assessment tracking.2 

What BIA offers is thus the apotheosis of 
neoliberal education: privatized, centrally 
controlled and outcomes-focused. Its cost-
effectiveness is assured, not only by the 
economies of scale but also because of its 

unique selling point: who needs a qualified 
teacher when you can have a tablet? 

Pearson, like other edu-businesses seeking 
to expand into hitherto under-developed areas 
of the market, have made large claims for the 
success of the low-fee private schools: that 
they reach the poorest children, those who 
have not had any experience of schooling; that 
they are more efficient than the public schools 
with which they are in competition; that they 
produce better results, higher standards. 

Undermining provision

There is very little independent research 
supporting most of these claims, and the most 
rigorous examination of the evidence available 
so far casts considerable doubt on them.4 
Rather than providing schooling for those 
children who have not had access to it, it would 
seem that the low-fee schools are operating 
in competition with the state schools, thereby 
further undermining existing provision. 

But this argument is, in any case, not 
one that can be resolved by more objective 
evaluation data, since it depends on your 
view of what education is and what it is for. 
If education is a commodity, deliverable with 
the aid of scripted lessons and the rest of the 
paraphernalia of an ‘Academy-in-a-box’ and 
measurable through a few simple standardized 
tests, then there’s probably nothing to worry 
about. Pearson will indeed be always learning – 
and always earning. 

If, on the other hand, education that is worth 
the name is not reducible to these processes and 
these products, then we need to consider some 
alternatives to the goods that John Fallon and 
Michael Barber are selling us. 

1 nin.tl/Pearsonboss  2 Carolina Junemann and Stephen J Ball, 
Pearson and PALF, Education International, Brussels,  
nin.tl/Pearsonmutating  3 Michael Barber et al, Deliverology 101, 
Corwin/SAGE, Thousand Oaks, 2011. 4 Laura Day Ashley et al, 
The role and impact of private schools in developing countries, 
nin.tl/privateschoolsSouth

Rethinking Education: Whose Knowledge 

Is It Anyway? by Adam Unwin and 

John Yandell is the latest book in the 

NoNonsense series, published by  

New Internationalist in April 2016.

newint.org/books/nononsense

‘This book offers hope for a  
truly profound reimagination 
of education.’ 

Professor Anthony Paré, 
University of British Columbia
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Every so often we see an explosion 
of protest that propels an urgent issue 
to the fore of public debate. The 
global justice movement did this with 
the 1999 revolt in Seattle against the 
World Trade Organization (WTO). 
The Occupy movement did it in 2011. 
And #BlackLivesMatter has done it in 
the US over the past year and a half.

But do these mobilizations really 
create change?

The default stance in our society 
is to take refuge in cynicism: ‘Those 
protests didn’t do anything,’ the 
sceptics argue. Conveniently enough, 
it takes no evidence to assert this 
claim. And since most people do not 
bother to track progress on specific 
social issues, they are likely to nod 
their heads in gloomy assent. 

Fortunately for those not wedded 
to pessimism, this position is often 
wrong.

Take the global justice movement. 
Almost a decade after the Seattle 
protests, a local newspaper writer 
quipped, ‘Remind me again what 
those demonstrations against the 
WTO actually accomplished.’ 

He meant this as a damning 
indictment. In fact, it mostly revealed 
his ignorance. 

Those who cared to pay attention 
saw that the Seattle protests set off a 
revolt among representatives from the 
Global South within the WTO. The 

organization struggled for at least a 
decade to regain its former swagger. 
Arguably, it never has. 

After further protests in Quebec 
City, Miami and Mar del Plata, 
Argentina, the pro-corporate dream 
of a creating a Free Trade Area of 
the Americas extending from the 
Canadian north to the Southern Cone 
collapsed entirely. 

Around the same time, in 2005, 
advocates brokered a landmark debt 
cancellation agreement. This allowed 
countries in Africa and beyond to 
spend billions of dollars on their 
people’s needs, rather than sending 
the money to wealthy creditors. It also 
vindicated a major demand of Seattle 
protesters.

In the case of Occupy, the New 

York Times’ Andrew Ross Sorkin 
insisted on the movement’s first 
anniversary that it had been ‘a fad’ 
of little consequence. In truth, the 
outbreak of defiance that began 
on Wall Street and spread to some 
1,500 encampments worldwide sent 
shockwaves that reverberate still. 

In the months before Occupy, the 
US political class had been mired in 
debates about slashing government 
budgets. The outbreak of revolt 
changed that, training public attention 
on economic inequality, joblessness 
and the corruption of democracy by 
the wealthiest one per cent.

This shift had significant 
ramifications. ‘Millionaires’ Taxes’ – 
which had previously been considered 
political losers – passed in California 
and New York. California also enacted 
a Homeowner Bill of Rights, which the 
banking lobby had previously stymied. 
A major anti-union referendum was 
defeated in Ohio, with the rhetoric of 
Occupy framing the fight. 

Years later, many of the same 
demands raised by Occupy Wall Street 
animated the insurgent campaign of 
Senator Bernie Sanders, confounding 
professional analysts who did not 
believe that an avowed democratic 
socialist could ever gain a receptive 
hearing in the US.

#BlackLivesMatter is another 
movement making a tangible impact. 
Prior to the recent wave of disruptive 
protests, groups such as the American 
Civil Liberties Union regularly 
issued thoughtful reports with policy 
recommendations on how to reduce 
police violence in African American 
communities, curb discriminatory 
policing and reverse the militarization 
of local law enforcement. Year after 
year, these recommendations were 
ignored. 

The problem was not a lack of policy 
ideas. It was a lack of pressure that 
could compel those in power to act.

The movement provided that 
pressure. In 2015, cities from Los 
Angeles to Cleveland to Baltimore 
ceded to activist demands on issues 
including community oversight of 
policing, body cameras on officers, 
and restrictions on the use of force.  

#BlackLivesMatter has certainly 
not accomplished everything that 
its champions have hoped. None of 
the social movements have – at least 
not yet. But they have nonetheless 
produced important victories. 

Amid a chorus of cynics, it’s up to 
us to claim them. 

Mark Engler’s new book This Is An Uprising: 

How Nonviolent Revolt Is Shaping the 

21st Century has just been published by 

Nation Books. He can be reached via the 

website DemocracyUprising.com

Mark Engler VIEW FROM AMERICA  
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Claiming our victories

Seattle, home of the 1999 WTO protests, 

campaigning for internet freedom in 2015.

4 4  N E W  I N T E R N AT I O N A L I S T   A P R I L  2016



CRYPTIC Across
  1 Catholic found adrift in 

Atlantic ice lost a line on 
the chart (9,6)

  9 Norwegian dogs two 
kinds of animal (9)

10 The characters in dried 
yak skins, they come 
from Borneo (5)

11 Fishes doctor found in 
more than one area of 
permafrost (7)

12 Nine French, they visit 
Brussels suburb (7)

13 Boycott, inter alia, a 
Mediterranean country (7)

15 Bring auger back about 
four to get water draining 
into the Arctic (5,2)

17 Titanic trial, the result of 
a chilly split? (7)

19 Realist at sea discovers 
it’s more brackish (7)

20 Latitudes where the 
French circumnavigate 
the eastern route (7)

22 King of a British-style of 
government in a former 
Croatian trouble spot (7)

24 Early on, nearly all 
Pyrenean passes 
exhibited tectonic 
movement (5)

25 Americans destroyed 
Nazi sonar (9)

26 Hardship coming from 
failure in a part of the 
Med (6,2,7)

CRYPTIC Down
  1 Andalusian islet when 

transported to an 
archipelago (8,7)

  2 Gift tag written for a little 
boy? (5)

  3 Ordering a shuttle, 
something that runs 
between US and 
Mexico (3,6)

  4 African country, not the 
irst in the continent to 
support an idiot in the 
ascendant (7)

  5 Banker to get rid of (7)
  6 French Department’s 

lagged through blind 
repetition (5)

  7 Prince of Wales almost 
gets on top of French 
king’s Belgian base (9)

  8 Get one’s feet wet here 
after Siena base rates 
slashed and Italy’s lead is 
taken on board? (4,8,3)

14 Reserve goalie announced 
as custodian of the yellow 
and blacks? (9)

16 Books accommodating 
vessel to see Etna and 
Vesuvius, perhaps (9)

18 ‘Suspicious postage’, 
state police (7)

19 Rift Catholics at irst 
abandon attracts one 
thousand into the 
religion (7)

21 Caucasian’s extreme 

letters cause anger  
to return (5)

23 Asian republics’ queen 
makes top among 
invitees (5)

QUICK Across
  1 Imaginary line around 

the world, 66.5 degrees 
South (9,6)

  9 Norwegian hunting 
dogs (9)

10 Indigenous, non-Muslim 
peoples of Borneo (5)

11 Areas of high latitude 
or altitude with 
permafrost (7)

12 SE suburb of Brussels (7)
13 Nation where Zog was 

proclaimed king in 1928 (7)
15 Major Russian 

watercourse (5,2)
17 By-product of a shoreline 

glacier (7)
19 More lively, witty or 

provocative (7)
20 Freedoms, or their 

margins (7)
22 Predominantly Serbian 

region of Croatia, retaken 
from the Serbs in 1995 (7)

24 Sheet of rock brought far 
forward by recumbent 
folding or thrusting (5)

25 Residents of Phoenix (9)
26 Turbulent sea area, home 

to the mythical Scylla 
and Charybdis (6,2,7)

QUICK Down 
  1 Archipelago spreading 

broadly west from 
Alaska (8,7)

  2 Symbol (5)
  3 River that forms much 

of the eastern part of 
the Mexico-US  
border (3,6)

  4 African country in which 
to ind the ruins of 
Carthage (7)

  5 Sack (especially 
military) (7)

  6 French river, a major 
tributary of the Loire (5)

  7 Industrial city of S 

Belgium, on the R 
Sambre (9)

  8 Part of the Arctic  
Ocean (4,8,3)

14 Apiarist (9)
16 Fissures in the earth’s 

crust through which 
molten lava and gases 
erupt (9)

18 Nazi secret police (7)
19 Religion which takes the 

Granth as its scripture (7)
21 Turkic language 

primarily spoken in the 
S Caucasus (5)

23 Inhabitant of modern-
day Mesopotamia (5)

Sudokey 56
The Sudoku that thinks it’s a word game! Now, using the key below, substitute letters for the 

numbers in the north-eastern block… 
 1=V; 2=M; 3=S; 4=I; 5=R; 6=U; 7=E; 8=H; 9=L 

…and make as many words as you can of four letters or 
more from the nine letters in the keyword, the extra clue 
to which is: ‘Precious metal “stink” when the irst letters 
are exchanged in Dutch town’. You cannot use the same 
letter more than once, nor use proper nouns (excepting the 
keyword), slang, ofensive words, abbreviations, participles 
or simple plurals (adding an ‘s’ or ‘es’).

GOOD 50 words of at least four letters, including 20 of ive 
letters or more.

VERY GOOD 60 words of at least four letters, including 25 
of ive letters or more.

EXCELLENT 70 words of at least four letters, including 30 
words of ive letters or more.

Last month’s Sudokey keyword: ‘Dunstable’.

Solution to Wordsearch 55 The 19 largest countries in the 
world (by area) were: Algeria, Argentina, Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, Chad, China, Congo, India, Indonesia, Iran, Libya, 
Mexico, Mongolia, Peru, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, USA.

Puzzle Page by Axe
The crossword prize is a voucher for our online shop to the equivalent of 
$30. Only the winner will be notiied. Send your entries by 23 April to: New 
Internationalist Puzzle Page, The Old Music Hall, 106-108 Cowley Road, Oxford 
OX4 1JE, UK; fax to +44 1865 403346; or email a scan to: puzzlepage@newint.org  
Winner for Crossword 208: RW Eason, Southampton, England.

Crossword 210 

Wordsearch 56  Find the 23 longest 

rivers in the world hidden here.

LAST MONTH'S 
SOLUTION
Across: 1 Argyll, 4 Marbella, 
9 Bresse, 10 Banda Sea,  
11 Rosie Lee, 13 Nevada,  
15 Thessalonian, 18 Maine-
et-Loire, 21 Ogaden,  
22 Pembroke, 24 Ghadames, 
25 Fascia, 26 Near East,  
27 Nyanza. 
Down: 1 Arboreta, 2 Glen 
Shee, 3 Lesser Slave Lake,  
5 Aran, 6 Bodleian Library,  
7 Lascar, 8 Arakan, 12 Ealing, 
14 Annexe, 16 Minorcan,  
17 Demerara, 19 Tongan,  
20 Parana, 23 Ness. 



What’s your earliest memory?

When I was seven, I invited all my 
friends from school to my birthday party, 
which my parents didn’t know about. I 
had all these girls knocking at my door 
and I had to tell them to go home. When 
they asked why, I said: ‘I’ve had to cancel 
the party because my mum forgot to buy 
the jelly.’

Who or what inspires you?

People that have the courage to speak 
the truth, no matter how unpopular 
that makes them, or if it puts their life 
in danger. And people who are brave 
enough to oppose a majority. Often 
the majority is considered to be right, 
just because there are more people 
supporting that view; but that doesn’t 
mean they are right, the best, or have a 
right to power. I’m inspired by people 
like the German women who stood up 
to the Nazis to protest for the release of 
their Jewish husbands; by the Muslims 
today who oppose ISIS despite their 
voices being drowned out by people who 
prefer to believe a different view; and 
people like Bhekithemba Makhubu, the 
magazine editor in Swaziland who was 
imprisoned for writing about the royal 
family, yet continues to write.

What are you politically passionate about?

People who use the name of religion to 
justify committing the most heinous 
crimes for their own personal gain. 
Raping women, killing children, 
beheading anyone that doesn’t agree with 
what they believe. Any intelligent, rational 
person with a drop of common sense can 
surely deduce that God wouldn’t dictate 
this. The essence of any religion is peace, 
love and forgiveness. People that commit 
these crimes need to be distanced from 
the name of any religion. It’s a flimsy 
excuse for these people to practise the evil 
that they are.

Can comedy be a force for social and/or 

political change?

All art is useless. It doesn’t feed the 
hungry or clothe the poor. You can go to 
a comedy gig, laugh non-stop and then 
walk out and not remember a thing that 
was said, or what it was that made you 
laugh. But one small thing in a comedy 
show can inspire a thought or an idea, 
and it’s a thought that starts everything. 

Who would you like to banish from  

the earth, and why?

Donald Trump. It might put a few 
hairdressers out of business, but this man 
needs to be fired. He breeds hate faster 
than Angelina Jolie breeds kids. What 
he forgets is that all his wives are eastern 
European gold-diggers.

What’s your biggest fear?

Of being as poor as I was when I was a 
child. Children brought up in poverty 
never really get over it; it stays with you 
forever. I never buy expensive clothes, I 
just can’t justify it. I think it’s a waste and 
I think long and hard before spending 
large amounts of cash. 

Tell us about your most memorable  

stand-up performance.

Performing to 1,000 people – old men, 
old women, young boys and girls – in a 
huge tent in Lahore, Pakistan. A lot of 
them had never been to a live gig in their 
life. There was so much excitement and 
they laughed like mad at all the things 
they can’t really say. I was mild to start 
with, until they all started shouting, ‘Go 
further, go further!’ and when I went 
really overboard, it was like bonfire night.

What’s your current show, ‘The 

Kardashians made me do it’, about?

ISIS and jihadi brides. The first part is 
about political correctness and offence, 
and incidents that have happened to me 
relating to this. The second part is all 
about ISIS and why I think young girls are 
going to join them. I said to a good friend 
of mine, for a joke, that I was thinking of 
becoming a jihadi bride and he said, ‘Has 
your mum not found you anyone yet?’ He 
thought I was serious, and then questioned 
me further, so I used all his questions as a 
starting point for my new show. 

Shazia Mirza is on tour in Britain with her latest 

show, ‘The Kardashians made me do it: illusion and 

seduction in Iraq and Syria’, until the end of May. 

Visit shazia-mirza.com for full tour details. 

The award-winning 
comedian and columnist 
talks to JO LATEU about 
poverty, banishing Donald 
Trump, and why all art is 
useless.

And finally...

Shazia Mirza 
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GOODBYE GOD?
Price $14.95     
Code BGOD
The ever-topical science vs religion 
debate is given unique perspective 
entertaining and enlightening  
comic strip. Brings together a wealth 
of facts, figures and the views of 
some of our most distinguished 
scientists, philosophers and 
atheists. Paperback.  
Size: 24cm x 17cm. 120 pages.

 

NEW

THE MONEY CRISIS
Code NOMC
How we’ve made such 
a mess of our money 
system is explained, from 
the earliest banks right 
through to ‘collateralized 
debt obligations’. A must-
read for everyone who 
wants a fairer financial 
world. 144 pages. 

GLOBALIZATION
Code NOGL
With over 70,000 copies  
sold, this is one of the key 
critical texts on economic 
globaliza tion and its effects. 
Fully revised and updated. 
168 pages.  

INTERNATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
Code NOID
With over 50,000 copies 
sold, this is fast becoming 
one of the most accessible 
and influential books on the 
subject. Fully revised and 
updated. 160 pages.

RENEWABLE ENERGY
Code NORW
A 100% renewable world is 
possible. This book covers  
all the latest technologies  
and a roadmap to 
powering the world, not 
just sustainably, but 
democratically. 176 pages

SOS ALTERNATIVES TO 

CAPITALISM 

Price $16.95
Code BATC    
People are dissatisfied with 
capitalism but we are continually 
told that no other choices exist. This 
book shows that there  
are other ways. Paperback.  
Size: 21.6cm x 13.8cm.  
208 pages.

COOKED UP

Price $16.95  
Code BCOOK
An international banquet of 
exceptional stories for those who 
love both the short story and food, 
featuring Ben Okri, Chitra Banerjee 
Divakaruni and Krys Lee, among 
others. Fiction with real bite and 
an uplifting cross-cultural reading 
experience. Paperback.  
Size: 19 .4cm x 13cm. 208 pages.

LUSAKA PUNK 
AND OTHER 
STORIES – THE 
CAINE PRIZE 2015
Price $14.95   Code BCP15
The Caine Prize for African Writing 
2015 is the best yet. Read the 5 
shortlisted authors’ stories along 
with 12 other stories from the best 
new writers. Insightful, arresting  
and entertaining. Paperback.  
Size: 19.4cm x 13cm. 268 pages.

 
Price $13.95 each 

The acclaimed series 
relaunches this year with  
striking new cover 
designs, clearer-than-
ever layout and incisive 
writing for the student 
and the general reader. 
Paperback, page lengths 
vary. Size: 18cm x 10cm. 

‘These short books 

supply us with clear, 

well-written and 

memorable analyses  

that cut to the chase.’  

Susan George, President  
of the Transnational  
Institute and author

SPECIAL 
OFFER
4 FOR 3

Price $41.85
Code NN4

New Internationalist

 

NEW
 

NEW

DIGITAL 

REVOLUTIONS 

Price $16.95  
Code BDREV 
There is no doubt that the 
internet and social media 
have played a critical 
role in recent movements 
and campaigns but how 
far can we attribute 
accomplishments to 
technology and are there 
limitations we should be 
aware of? Activist and writer 
Symon Hill investigates.  
Size: 21.6cm x 13.8cm.  
160 pages.

WHY THINGS ARE 

GOING TO GET 

WORSE – AND WHY 

WE SHOULD BE GLAD 

Price $16.95
Code BWHY     
Written by Financial  
Times journalist Michael 
Roscoe. We must forget 
about growth, recognize 
that all wealth comes 
from the earth and share 
earnings more fairly. 
Paperback.  
Size: 22cm x 14cm. 
352 pages.

Under An African Sky:

A JOURNEY TO 

THE FRONTLINE OF 

CLIMATE CHANGE

Price $16.95
Code BVILL   
‘Peter Hudson’s lyrical 
book about the village 
(in Mauritania) he has 
been visiting for the 
last 20 years gives rare 
insight to the problem 
their brave people face’ 
– Robin Hanbury-Tenison 
Paperback.  
Size: 22cm x 14cm.  
240 pages.

Order online at shop.newint.org/na or call 1-877-525-9353



‘New Internationalist has stayed 
ethical and upheld values through 
thick and thin. That’s why I still write 
for NI and am proud to have been 
part of the NI family for 25 years.’

Mari Marcel Thekaekara  

writer, India

‘Full of intelligent insights. Everyone 
who wants to understand the world 
should read it.’ 

George Monbiot 

environmental writer and activist

‘Gut wrenchingly brilliant.’

Yasmin Alibhai Brown 

 journalist and author

‘The perfect antidote to the 
poison of the Daily Mail and the 
Foxi�cation of our news channels. 
An essential read.’ 

Gordon Roddick  

co-founder of The Body Shop

New Internationalist

Dear Friend, 

Help us reach our fundraising goals!

New Internationalist exists because readers like you keep us strong and 

independent. hanks to our amazing subscribers for over 40 years we have 

provided a platform for grassroots voices, exposed injustice and reported 

alternative perspectives on critical issues. Now we face new challenges.

Today independent journalism is an endangered species. People are reading 

more news online and expecting it for free, without questioning if what they’re 

reading is accurate or has an agenda. Mainstream media is becoming more 

concentrated in the hands of a few billionaires and corporations. And with 

media budgets slashed, journalists focus on an ever-narrowing agenda with 

majority world voices particularly sidestepped.

We need to raise £30,000 ($42,000) by the end of April to help fund our 

independent journalism and provide an alternative to mainstream media. Can 

you help us? A donation, however small, is incredibly valuable to us. To donate, 

please go to newint.org/donation or send a cheque to New Internationalist, 

PO Box 819, Markham, ON L3P 8A2 or PO Box 1062, Niagara Falls, NY 14304.

Please donate today and help keep us strong.

hank you for all your support and to everyone who has donated so far!

Helen Wallis

On behalf of New Internationalist Co-operative.


