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Café Diplo Season – September 2003

Future rights – 6th September 
Chit Chong is an environmental campaigner and was the Green Party's first local councillor in London.  His talk will focus on the right of future generations whose assets and environment are being pillaged in the present, which Chong believes should be a key rights campaign for the 21st century. He argues that we need to look at people's rights over a span of 10 generations rather than merely one election term.  

                    International development: myths and monstrosities  - 20th September

Maggie Black is a writer on international social issues.  She has edited New Internationalist magazine and UNICEF Publications in New York, as well as contributing to policy papers for many international organisations. Her talk will cover the themes outlined in her latest book, the No-Nonsense Guide to International Development (Verso/NI Series).  Her view is that many policies undertaken in the name of 'development' in the post-colonial world have been driven by external political and economic interests, and despite their purported intentions, have reinforced rather than reduced poverty in a world where nearly half the global population lives on $2 a day.

At the French Institute, 17 Queensberry Place, London SW7 (near South Kensington Tube station), in the ground floor café, from 11.00 a.m. to 12.30 p.m.   We suggest you arrive 10 minutes beforehand.
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   1. Beyond yes and no for Britain in the euro
       David Boyle, London

The pound and the euro can live side by side; it’s not a question of either/or
You have to feel sorry for Blair and Brown over the pickle they are in about the euro.  It is so widely believed to be a purely political decision they have to take, that worrying about the economic impact seems somehow quibbling.

History tells
But Britain has bitter experience of currency reforms taken for political reasons that have a disastrous impact on the economy.  Not just the ERM debacle but the disastrous gold standard decision of 1925.

Announcing his decision, the then British Chancellor Winston Churchill painted a romantic picture of international currencies which "vary together, like ships in harbour whose gangways are joined and who rise and fall together with the tide".  He might equally well have been talking about the euro.

There clearly is an economic danger – even clearer once you accept that Britain is not one indivisible economy – that some sectors, cities and regions will not be well-served by the Europe-wide identikit interest rate.

Even the former Bank of England governor Eddie George has spoken about the difficulty of providing one interest rate inside the UK, to suit London’s financial services as well as the manufacturing north.

One size fits all?

That’s the danger of the euro as presently arranged.  It means success for places that are already successful, but a real struggle for regenerating cities like Glasgow and Manchester.  It means a potent recruiting ground for the next generation of extremists in the regions that lose out.

The solution to this conundrum isn’t one currency, it is currency choice.  

Now that there are euro notes and coins, we should welcome them to Britain alongside the pound.  We should encourage shops to accept them – and most of Britain’s top retailers have said they will do so.  Many retailers already accept euros – though with difficulty – and the euro already circulates widely in Northern 

Ireland.  We should encourage exporters to accept euros, and maybe pay their staff partly in them.

We should use it as a second currency for Britain to guard us against the next generation of currency crises.  Then pro-Europeans can campaign for an incremental euro taking its place alongside the pound because people use it, not because it is foisted on them.  They can campaign step by step for local authorities to accept payment in euros or for the government to accept tax in euros.

That’s a euro policy that’s consistent with decentralisation and local control.  Instead of an all-or-nothing referendum campaign, flying in the face of public opinion – with the prospect of a society even more economically divided if we win – it empowers people to use the currency that suits them best.

Horses for courses

If the pound and the euro both circulate in Britain – one geared to the City, the other to the needs of big euro-business – then it will make it easier to solve problems of inequity by setting up other parallel currencies alongside them.  

This would mean a future where London has its own currency – maybe called the thames, because it flows better to the city’s local economies, but doesn’t flow away because you can’t use the thames in offshore hedge funds.

It means that East Anglia might have its own currency to underpin farming for local needs, and that Tyneside and Truro will have their own currency to underpin local production.  We will use which one suits us best and to underpin different aspects of our lives.  

We can use both; this isn’t a choice between euro and truro.  The main advantage of local currency options is that you can use them for local aspects of your economic life: you know that the truro will circulate locally without seeping out to more attractive areas: local currency options can also provide low cost loans to small local business.

Success stories overseas

And in case you think this is hopelessly futuristic, there are a multiplicity of complementary currencies emerging in Japan, and dramatic stories of local regeneration – like in Ithaca in New York state – thanks to local currencies that support farmers.  

The highly successful 70-year-old Swiss Wir system does much the same for the restaurant and building trades. Two thirds of Fortune 500 companies are now using electronic currencies called trade dollars through business barter networks, and for exactly the same reason – pounds, dollars and euros don’t value all their assets very well. 

They can sell advertising space, airline seats, shirts in last year’s colours for trade dollars when they can’t for euros.  Why should not cities and communities be able to do the same?

A parallel euro circulating in Britain makes this future more likely.  Other parallel currencies – providing proper economic feedback for disadvantaged regions, cities and sectors – would be absolutely necessary to offset some of the damaging local effects of abolishing the pound.

David Boyle  is an associate at the New Economics Foundation, and the author of their report on the euro, Beyond Yes and No, published in May 2003.

Davidboyle1958@aol.com
2. Left out of the rat race

    Simin Azimi, London

New asylum seekers are more vulnerable following a work permit ban
The government announced on 23rd July 2002 that permission to work for asylum seekers was being withdrawn with immediate effect.  Prior to that, asylum seekers were able to apply for permission to work after six months from the date of their asylum applications, provided they had not had an initial decision within that period.  However, even this did not apply to asylum seeking women who were dependents.

In its announcement, the Home Office decided that:

· Asylum seekers who reach the six-month point from now on (expected to be an even smaller number) cannot apply for permission to work and therefore cannot be European Social Fund (ESF) beneficiaries;

· Asylum seekers who are still awaiting a decision on their asylum application, but who already have permission to work under the ‘special status’ concession, are unaffected. These people may still be recruited to ESF projects;

· Asylum seekers who applied for permission to work under ‘special status’ before 23rd July 2002, but who have not yet received a decision, are also being dealt with under the previous policy;

· Asylum seekers who have waited longer than 6 months for their asylum decision, but who have not yet applied for permission to work, are no longer able to apply and therefore cannot be ESF beneficiaries;

We would like to emphasise that the time for an initial asylum decision is 13 months, and a further 7 months for an appeal decision.  This means the whole of the asylum process will take almost two years (we have clients who have been waiting between 2 and 7 years for a decision on their asylum applications).  We believe the above decision: -

· Will exclude the very targeted disadvantaged groups that the government encourages to include – “wider participation.”

· Will create an additional barrier to future integration of asylum seekers once they receive a positive decision from the Home Office on their asylum application.  They will have been waiting a long time for this decision.  During this period they will lose the opportunity to update their knowledge, skills and to gain confidence.  Programmes such as ESF and major government programmes will eventually have to deal with delayed capacity building and integration.

· The ESF, which has always championed access to education, training and employment for disadvantaged groups, will not be able to include this socially excluded group.  This will also affect other funders such as LSCs and ALG through its co-funding programme.

· Will not only affect asylum seekers but will also prevent refugee community organisation and training institutions reaching their targets, which will eventually have a detrimental effect on their sustainability.

· Will lead to education, training and employment service providers treating clients 

unequally and differently according to the service they require and the type of funds organisations receive.  This is against the government agenda on Equality and Inclusion.

The LSCs eligibility criteria for funding for asylum seekers and refugees states in paragraphs 163 and 164 of the Funding Guidance for Further Education 2002/03:

“Asylum seekers and their dependents in receipt of either:

· income-based benefit

· assistance under the terms of the Immigration and Asylum Act or the Children Act 1989

· voucher assistance from the National Asylum Support Service

· in receipt of assistance under the National Assistance Act 1948”

At the same time, the London Development Agency in its Framework for Regional Employment and Skills Action, October 2002, affirms, in its cross-cutting Flagship Initiative, support for refugees and asylum seekers in provision of basic and higher level skills programme and job brokerage.  Clearly there are fund-raising organisations who believe strongly in the inclusion of asylum seekers by funding service provision in education, training and employment.

At the European Level, according to the Declaration of the European Anti Poverty Network, migrants, asylum seekers and refugees and other ethnic minority groups are experiencing poverty and social exclusion, and they have undertaken to include them in their National Action Plan to respond to their needs.

We would like to recommend:

· Eligibility criteria for pre-vocational programmes, e.g. provision of advice and guidance, ESOL and basic skills, confidence building and orientation to be extended to asylum seekers in general.

· We believe that there should be positive support for asylum seeking women to have access to pre-vocational programmes in their own right.

Simin Azimi is director of the Refugee Women’s Association 
3. The UK as a Tax Haven 
        Chris Marlow, London

Bonds created during the Empire have ensnared the British establishment, allowing a rich elite to pocket billions

Did you know that if you’re wealthy and “foreign” enough, you can live in the UK paying little or no tax for the rest of your days?  

Wealthy enough in the sense that you can afford to pay the fees of a “top” accountancy or law firm for advice on how to “structure” your investments, and employment contracts

Given the UK’s and in particular London’s multicultural landscape, one might proffer the argument that there are many not so well off “foreign” people who could benefit from the same loophole. 

It could therefore be argued the loophole should be made available to all qualifying individuals, irrespective of how wealthy they are.  However, the reality is that the cost of being able to do so means the loophole is only of practical benefit to a relatively well off or very wealthy individual. 

The benefits of social exclusion

How can this be? Well, in most countries, the extent to which one is subject to the taxation system and hence has to contribute to its version of re-distribution is determined by one’s residence status in that country.  

But in the UK  there is a centuries-old loophole which extends the basis upon which one is subject to UK taxation to include something known as “domicile” status.

The UK’s income tax rules date from when it had an empire. One of those rules focuses on the concept of domicile.  In UK tax law, a person's domicile is the place to which they have a permanent attachment. It has nothing to do with nationality and little to do with where you live. 

The basic advantage is that if you have wealth to invest or employment income to earn, once you do so outside and don’t bring it back to the UK, you, unlike everyone else resident in the UK, can avoid UK income, capital gains and inheritance tax.

You can be domiciled in a country and hardly ever go there.  Your friendly tax advisor will explain that there are complex legal rules as to how your domicile status is established and that you should seek professional advice before attempting to benefit from non-UK domicile status.  And they’d be right.  It is complex or, more to the point convoluted, which as sure as the sun sets on my Ferrari, means the lawyers and accountants have a field day.

Strings attached

In the nineteenth century domicile was used as a device to protect the 'British' status of expatriates in the colonies. If you or your parents and more remote ancestors had been born in 'Blighty' then you were British, however long you had been away.  

The reason why it was made difficult to change one's domicile was to ensure that British status was hard to obtain, and to exclude the original residents of the colonies.   

The domicile rules were also linked to the Crown’s need to finance its various military expeditions.  For example, taxing Brits in the US helped finance the skirmish with that chap Napoleon.  Pity that in doing so the Brits managed to cause another little skirmish known as the War of Independence. 

Now the domicile rule works the other way round, in the sense that the it attracts non-UK domiciled individuals to the UK.  So long as your parents have non-domicile status (even if they live in the UK), you can claim the same. And it is hard to prove you wrong. 

The Inland Revenue and Treasury published a paper (http://www.inlandrevenue.gov.uk/budget2003/residence_domicile.pdf) on the issue at the time of the last budget, because the Labour Party have been promising to deal with the loophole for some time now.  

It was rather embarrassing for them that a significant contributor to the party’s coffers himself benefits greatly from his non-domicile status.

A quote from the background paper reads:

“It is…..generally accepted as fair that those with a long-term commitment (to a country) owe a special obligation to support the social structures of the state”.

Yet, some wealthy individuals who claim non-domicile status have been living in the UK for as many as 40 years!  

Loophole or  noose?

But it’s not just that the long term resident wealthy would come bearing down on Tony Blair’s back were his government to tackle this loophole.  At least 33% of the individuals who benefit from the loophole are foreign professionals who come to work in the City of London or in other areas such as the technological and scientific industrial zones outside top university towns.   If they did not come any more, the business community would also want a word in the government’s ear.

The Inland Revenue has carried out an initial analysis of tax returns which reveals that around 100,000 individuals who file a return benefit from non-domicile status.  Sixty-five thousand fall into the category of long term, mainly wealthy, resident individuals benefiting from the loophole and the rest are “short-term” (2-3 years) resident individuals.  The second category is the foreign professional who comes to the UK on assignment, probably with a multinational.

Of the 100,000, 75% had UK employment income of around £8 billion, giving an average annual employment income of around £100,000.  Sixteen thousand declared £800 million of foreign income not remitted to the UK.  That equates to £50,000 per individual.  

That’s as far as the report goes in its analysis but it should be borne in mind that employment contracts can be “structured” (that is, cleverly worded) so that any non-UK employment income falls outside the tax net.  

Furthermore, there is a strong possibility that the £800 million declared foreign income not remitted to the UK is only a tiny proportion of the total investment income earned outside the UK, whether through trusts, non resident companies or earned directly and simply not declared.  Taking the analysis to the bitter end, these individuals can easily structure their estate to avoid UK inheritance tax.   

Now shoot me if I’m being flippant, but if Britain actually taxed these people its trains might not be the laughing stock of Europe, its education standards as low as they are and many of its doctors unable to converse coherently with their patients because they only speak Latvian and indeed wish they were able to afford to stay at home to provide a health service to their own people.

A sample of those short term residents claiming non-domicile status showed that 66% were in the banking sector, 10% in the oil industry and 20% in the manufacturing (particularly electronic) sector.  It might be fair to conclude that this loophole is particularly beneficial to professionals who are upholding and driving the neo-liberal economic model.

So, you might ask, why doesn’t the government just put its foot down?  

Brain drain

Well, the argument goes like this.  “If we remove the concession, those long term resident wealthy individuals will leave the country and we will lose the capital and their expertise”.  Again, excuse me if I’m being thick, but the way in which they benefit from the loophole is by maintaining the capital offshore and furthermore, how is sitting on your backside like a good old rentier supposed to contribute expertise that makes the country a better place?  

The argument proceeds “If we remove the concession, another problem is that those foreign professional experts that are attracted to this country will leave and work elsewhere”.  That is, Britain will suffer from a brain drain.  But maybe if Britain invested more in its education system it wouldn’t need to import its brains in the first place?  

Lounge square

Take the latest promotional flyer from the world’s largest professional services firm, PricewaterhouseCoopers, brazenly entitled “The UK as a tax haven”.  One paragraph reads as follows:

“For most people, the image of a tax haven is a hot sunny island with palm trees and pina coladas.  For most entrepreneurs, this sounds like a nice way to spend a week or two but a nightmare to live in.  The UK offers them the best of both worlds – all the tax advantages of a traditional tax haven with all the infrastructure and lifestyle an entrepreneur could wish for”.

I don’t know about you, but I would be sorely tempted to translate that as “come to the UK, make a fortune and get away with contributing next to nothing to the 

society that you live in.”

Chris Marlow  is a financial journalist

4. The challenge of diversity

Tariq Ramadan, Switzerland

Prejudice is undermining the movement for another kind of globalisation

Over the last few years popular mobilisations have reached an unprecedented scale.  The demonstrations, which greeted the last G8 meeting in Evian, are further proof that the mood of resistance is not letting up.

From Porto Alegre to Florence (and in November in Paris-Saint-Denis), from Seattle to Evian, from the support of the Chiapas to the movement against the Iraq war, the places, the events and the causes are multiplying.  

These protests are providing an outlet for the expression of a radical rejection of liberal neo-capitalism, itself motivated by the belief in another kind of globalisation: fairer, more humane, more dignified.  Because we all think that ‘Another world is possible!’

When we stop and study the literature produced by those involved in this international movement, one cannot but be struck by the internal logic on which this struggle is based.    Faced with a soulless capitalism, which turns everything into a commodity (human beings, intelligence, the body, goods and public services, air, nature, etc), consciences are stirring and demanding respect for justice and human dignity, for the environment and for genetic equilibrium, just as they demand the right of people to self-determination and democracy.  

In addition to the fact that one comes across the old slogans of various strands of the Left, one is also forced to acknowledge that the critical analyses of the world, as well as the range of solutions proposed, are based on an essentially structural approach to matters.

A Western-orientated debate

At the heart of a very Western-oriented debate, a humanising and humanistic economic logic responds to the disembodied madness of another logic; a democratic model of society (today dreamed of over here), is used to denounce the excesses of systems that fly in the face of this model every day (usually over there); the rationality of ethics is challenging the rationality of ‘money’.  The terms of the confrontation are clear.

What is nevertheless astonishing is the near total absence of serious consideration of cultural and religious diversity, outside the usual conventional talk, which reminds us of the so-called “duty of tolerance”.  

Those seeking an alternative to neo-liberal globalisation - the anti-or ‘alter’-globalisers * - all too often think of cultural, as well as religious diversity as a principle of goodwill to be affirmed but rarely see it as a reality with which it is necessary to engage, venture into and build.  

Colonial, progressive

This is true to such an extent that it is not unusual to meet men and women championing progressive opinions on social, political and economic issues, while their cultural vocabulary still bears the imprint of an old colonial outlook. 

From forum to forum, one grows accustomed to meeting this new species of activist - a living contradiction of the contemporary left - economically progressive but culturally so imperialist; ready to fight for social justice but at the same time so confident and sometimes arrogant as to assume the right to dictate a universal set of values for everyone.

At a time where the divide between civilizations and religions appears to be deepening, the movement against neo-liberal globalisation cannot afford to avoid the central issue of diversity of cultures and religions, their role within the resistance and the significant contribution they can make to the cause of a pluralism which is as enriching as it is urgent.  

To advocate another kind of globalisation armed only with Western rationalism against the uniform commodification of the world is not only contradictory, but profound nonsense.

It would have been nice if, in this informal movement, the experienced voices of the radical left had blended with the younger voices against alienation, and that together they had given birth to an open and democratic space for dialogue.  It would have been nice to call for diversity while living it in the midst of this hope for another world.  

Nice to live a little as one says, and not end up claiming the opposite of what one lives.  Yet today, the movement’s shortcomings in terms of democracy and open-mindedness are obvious.  There are no leaders, nor a unified structure; everything is discussed, debated, voted on.  

The movement, they say, is open to individuals as much as it is to ideas, to the anonymous as to the famous.  This remains to be seen.  Very quickly, at the heart of the dynamic, one perceives the old complicities, common interests, unspoken but recognised all the same, and common practices moulded during so many years of struggle. 

Hidden behind the informality are the networks of collusion, habits and terminology. There is a certain preconceived idea of the symbols and concepts of the one true and legitimate struggle, which sometimes allows itself to judge the erring ways of everything which does not look similar.  

Without stating it clearly, an entire wing of the movement is becoming institutionalised and building its speech around demands whose content has been renewed, but which have not arisen from nor been discussed with the popular base in the name of which they are expressed.  

Muslim void

Amid the talk of democracy, social justice, of the struggle against discrimination in employment and housing, of the rejection of racism, of anti-Semitism and islamophobia, the populations most affected (those living in deprived urban areas, young people of ‘immigrant origin’, Muslims) are virtually absent from the numerous forums where one thinks for them, without them.  

If they do come along, they are questioned, suspected. ‘What do they want?’ This single question says enough about the contradiction. Worse: those in the movement who seek so positively to go beyond the negative representations and to establish partnerships with Muslim activists are going against the stream and are suspected at best of naivety and at worst of treason.

A similar story overseas

On the international scene, we come across the same inconsistencies.  The worryingly deficient and conformist nature of the arguments put forward by the ‘alter’-globalisers on the question of the Middle East or Islam cannot be emphasised enough. 

Although the impressive size of the protests against the Iraq war must be acknowledged, one has to ask what alternative was really being proposed (beyond saying ‘No to the war’) to counter America’s unilateral stance and its programme of supervised democracy. 

Absence of awareness about Islam, as much as the fear cultivated and shared at the heart of a farcically constructed West, have led those seeking another kind 

of globalisation to engage in superficial, if not dangerous talk on Islam.  

Where are the Arab and Muslim alter-globalisers? How can we reach out to the millions of activists in the Middle East, Africa and Asia who could become the new lifeblood of the movement? Such is the fear, and so widespread is the suspicion, that it is unimaginable that Muslims, with their convictions and values, might themselves be agents of change. 

‘Muslims-who think-like-us’
Blind to the dynamics of social, cultural, economic and political liberation underway across most of the Muslim world (and often expressed within and through Islam) and oblivious to the struggles being fought by European and North American Muslims, the ‘alter’-globalisers continue to cultivate too many prejudices. 

Convinced that they are progressive, they give themselves the arbitrary right to proclaim the definitively reactionary nature of religions, and if liberation theology has contradicted this conclusion, the possibility that Islam could engender resistance is not even imagined ... unless it’s to modernity.  

In the end, only a handful of ‘Muslims-who-think-like us’ are accepted, while the others are denied the possibility of being genuinely progressive fighters armed with their own set of values: by doing this, the dialogue with Islam is transformed into an interactive monologue which massages ‘our ideological certainties’ just as Huntington wanted to ensure ‘our strategic interests’

* The term alter-globalisation signifies "in favour of another globalisation" and originally appeared in France in 2001, because those concerned felt the terms "anti-globalisation" and "anti-capitalist" used in the press were too restrictive. 

Tariq Ramadan is a teacher of philosophy and lecturer of Islamic studies at the College of Geneva and the University of Fribourg (Switzerland) and author of "Islam, Modernism and the West", "To Be a European Muslim” and “Muslims in France."

This translation has already been published  in France.
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