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Café Diplo Season – January & February 2003
Islam in Britain – 25th January 2003
Dr Fatma Aamer  
Dr Fatma Aamer is Head of Education and Interfaith Relations at Regents Park Mosque and also lectures at Markfield Institute of Higher Education. Dr Aamer will be speaking about the history of Islam in Britain, the composition of the Muslin community in Britain, the issues affecting that community today and will present a vision of the Muslim community in Europe.
Do we really need more airports? – 8th February 2003
John Stuart 
John is chairman of the UK Noise Association.  He will be questioning the need for more airports explaining that chief sites may only last a few more years and how new airports could bring environmental, social and economic problems.
Venezuela in the new world order – 22nd February 2003

Richard Gott
Richard Gott is a writer and historian and was formerly a Latin American correspondent for the Guardian.  He has written several books on Latin America, including ‘Ugo Chavez and the transformation of Venezuela’.
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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The next edition of the Newsletter will be in April 2003.  Should you be interested in making a contribution or helping with its production, please feel welcome to contact us with your input.
Interested in becoming a member, getting involved?
Friends of Le Monde Diplomatique is a voluntary association of readers of Le Monde Diplomatique.  

Perhaps it appears odd to be Friends of a newspaper, especially in Britain where the idea is not a common one?  Well yes in some ways it is, until one reads the newspaper.  There are 17 international editions, including an English language edition.  It’s the quality of ideas in and independence of the paper that awakens a fresh desire to talk and act.  The newspaper is a launch pad for debating and acting upon ideas, which is where we come in.  We aim to provide an independent space for debate that leads to action.  The biggest battle today is not the battle against terrorism. It is, as it always has been, the battle for ideas.  
Whether you want to get involved in proposing activities, submitting articles or coming along to our events we want to hear from you.  A membership form is attached where you can provide some initial feedback.

We are holding our first committee meeting for 2003 at the end of January where we will be discussing the programme for the coming year and how we can improve our working methods so as to improve our space for independent thought and our interaction with you.  If you would like to attend, please feel welcome to send an e-mail to our general address or to give me a call.
We are also delighted to announce to our members that we have negotiated a significant 16% discount on the subscription price to the new independent English language edition of Le Monde Diplomatique.   Should you need a subscription form, just let us know.
As we are a small voluntary association. we need as many members as possible in order to be able to continue to provide a space for independent thought and action.  Please do fill in the membership form.
Adam Hayes
adamhayes1@hotmail.com
0777 617 5086
1. More woes for the Iraqis
Elisabeth Jeffries, London 
As Bush thumps Saddam, the nation is already on its knees

Already exhausted by the rule of Saddam the tyrant, Iraqis are now about to endure further knocks at the hands of Bush the liberator.  It is always the people who suffer.  Experts on the Iraq situation laid bare the country’s decline to uninformed Londoners at the Friends UK/ICA conference shortly before Christmas. 

“Lawless jungle”

The impoverishment of the Iraqi nation over the last 20 years – since Saddam Hussein has tightened his grasp over the country – is the most convincing argument for the prosecution of a war to extract him and his ruling class.  The country is now “a lawless jungle” in the words of Nadje al-Ali of Exeter University.

This impoverishment has manifested itself in a variety of ways: the quality and availability of education is poorer, the crime rate is on the increase, intellectuals have left the country, and the middle classes have weakened.  

A new class of nouveau riche war profiteers connected to the dictatorial regime has emerged and expanded, and many of its of members are dependent financially on relatives living abroad. Families and individuals not in this position are living on the poverty line, and the relative stability provided by the former middle class has been undermined.  At least one third of the population are dependent on rations.

Child mortality and prostitution

Between 4-5000 children are dying every month in Iraq, a fact that has not been widely reported in Western Europe. Due to economic and demographic imbalances, men and women fight over jobs now that a large number of men have emigrated.  There are now significantly more women in the population than men and polygamy – which had been rare – has become much more common, along with prostitution. 

The decline has been accompanied by increased social conservatism and female repression, a reversal of the relative liberalism which emerged in the 1960s and 1970s.  It is partly a consequence of the dictatorial regime, and partly a consequence of sanctions against the country.

No rivals

In the midst of this drawn-out crisis, another blow is poised over Iraq – the attack on Saddam.  Why now, though? Why has the USA’s aggression taken 12 years to resurface? One of the main reasons has been to re-establish the Republican Party’s trump card on national security, explained Robert Singh.

The intention is to use Iraq as a precedent for other states, in order to create international credibility and a “no rivals” military approach.  A simultaneous goal is also achieved by doing this – to discredit the Democrats’ containment policy in the 1990s.  The connection between the war and oil resources or a clash of cultures aggravated by events on September 11th 2001 is perhaps lesser than is imagined by many Westerners, speakers suggested. 

September 11th provided ammunition for evangelical right wingers in the USA pointing to fundamentalist forces in the Middle East, but revenge is not the acknowledged or direct motivation for the war. However, a kind of tribalism linked to religious forces has emerged in Iraq and it is also connected to a class of warriors there fascinated by Hitler, according to Iraqi writer Faleh Jabar.  It does act as an ugly match to the crusading forces in the Bible Belt.

“Drunk on victory”

There is no question that the US will win its war, or it would not even aggress Iraq in the first place.  The Iraqi army has not the capacity to resist its mighty fist.  According to Paul Hirst of Birkbeck College London, the American strategy is to “cut Iraq into pieces that cannot communicate”, while the only defence the Iraqis can adopt is to create chaos.   The options available for political solutions seem to have faded.

For Bush’s political regime is e politiciTHe in Hirst’s words “drunk on victory”, while the Pentagon prepares to sober up on tactical planning.

Elisabeth Jeffries;  member of  Friends of LeMonde Dipomatique   elisabethjeffries@hotmail.com

With thanks to the speakers: 

Paul Hirst Birkbeck College (London University) Professor of politics

Alain Gresh,  Editor of Le Monde Diplomatique
Charles Tripp, SOAS (London University) reader in politics

Sami Zoubaida Birkbeck College London, reader in sociology

Sarah Graham-Brown, author on Iraq

Loulouwa al Rashid, researcher on Iraq 

Faleh A Jabar, Iraqi author 

Nadje al-Ali, Exeter University social anthropology lecturer

Robert Singh, Birkbeck College (London University) politics lecturer.
_____________________________________

2. Rethinking retirement

Tom Collinge, London 
More pensions regulation could be counterproductive

Pensions have been in the news for years.  In the past, headlines focused on State pensions; nowadays it is occupational pensions on the front page.  Suddenly there is talk of a "pensions crisis", but what has changed?

To begin with, the value of shares has dropped significantly since the end of 1999.  The FTSE 100 index is currently close to 4000, down from nearly 7000 only three years ago.  Since private sector occupational pension schemes in the UK have historically held up to 80% of their assets in equities, their value has inevitably been hard hit.  During 2002, the markets suffered particularly large reverses.  However, occupational pensions have been affected by more than just market conditions.

More old people

People are living longer than used to be the case.  Greater longevity is a blessing, but it does make pensions more expensive to provide.  Furthermore, the capital cost of providing income in retirement direct from a pension scheme or via annuity purchase, has increased because interest rates are down to lower levels.

The combination of these higher costs and dwindling returns means that pension contributions ought to rise.  This solution contains its own problems.

In the past, many pension schemes operated with surpluses.  This meant that they could "live off their fat" during adverse investment periods and leave contribution rates unaffected.  

The Inland Revenue became unhappy with this and now limit the amount of surplus company pension schemes may carry forward.  Occupational schemes have consequently entered this bear market with far less scope to absorb losses.  Surpluses have all too frequently been replaced by deficits.

Although the decision to set up a pension scheme is voluntary for an employer, once set up a scheme is not allowed to persist in deficit.  The number of employers who are now required to invest more in their pension schemes to bring them up to acceptable funding levels is increasing all the time.  This is putting financial strains on employers.

Private pensions growth

Unlike many fellow members of the EU, the UK, with Ireland and the Netherlands, has built up a significant dependence upon pensions from occupational sources.  It is UK government policy to encourage a form of partnership between the State and private pension provision.  

The aim is to have around 60% of pensions paid over coming decades from private pensions.  However, successive UK governments have also introduced huge amounts of regulation.  Occupational pensions may be independent of the State system, but they operate in a highly regulated environment.

Negative side-effects of regulation

Since some regulation is designed to stop obvious abuses and scandals such as the Maxwell debacle, it is difficult to criticise its value.  Nevertheless, there is also a wealth of highly technical regulation.  While ostensibly this all operates to protect members' interests, it may be having a more negative side-effect.  The cost implications of compliance with complex regulations are regularly cited by employers when they review the pensions they provide.

Recent news stories have shown the plight of people who have lost all or nearly all the value of a lifetime's accrued pension rights once employers get into  

financial difficulties.  There is increasing pressure on government to try to ensure that pensions are more secure and that such instances are avoided.  

These are still, fortunately, rare cases, but the fear must be that introducing new regulations to protect pension rights may lead to more employers withdrawing from or downgrading the nature of the pensions they offer.  Equally, without some action, public confidence falls away and people fail to save for their retirement out of distrust.

And that is perhaps why the notion of a pensions crisis has gathered force.  Problems are being revealed in the system and new rules might address abuses, but further regulation could be counterproductive.  It is not easy to go forward, but the government has received cogent advice that simplifying pensions provision would be a positive step.  

It is also true that a great many occupational schemes are not "in crisis" and that their continued successful existence is essential for the long term health of our State benefits system.  Nevertheless, the risk is there that employers and employees may choose to disengage from funded pensions.  Worse, people may make no alternative provision for the future.  This shift may be slow but, if it accelerates, could bring great damage to all our retirement plans.

Tom Collinge is pensions lawyer for Hammond Suddards Edge

Tom.Collinge@HammondSe.com
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3. Venezuela’s Mudanza (metamorphosis)
Thierry Brunet, France

A radical reform movement is taking place in Venezuela instigated by its new visionary leader

The political and social situation in Venezuela four years after Hugo Chavez  acceded to the presidency of the Bolivarian Republic has not been very widely covered by political analysts in Europe.

But when it is analysed by the Western media, journalists more often than not refer to the position of the Venezuelan press, which is almost unanimously hostile to the Bolivarian experience.

The major political event of the year in 2002 which concerned the rest of the world was the failed coup on the 11th of April when the world was led to believe that power had changed hands following exactly 47 hours of “wavering” government.  

This event is a reminder of all the past overthrows in Central and Latin America, in Chile, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Santo Domingo and Argentina, not to mention Paraguay and Uruguay.

Land of black gold

The event was typical of a political environment dominated by the powermongers of an economy in thrall to the petrol cartel and to its interconnected trade in products and services derived from “black gold”.

For one should never forget when considering Venezuela that this country of 24 million inhabitants, perceived by its elite (less than 10% of the population) as paradise on a largely fallow globe, is the third largest oil- producing country.  This raw material is still used as a benchmark to measure development in Northern countries and imposed, in every meaning of the word, on all the countries in the Southern Hemisphere.

But in a country where 80% of the population stays below the poverty line decades after the discovery and intensive exploitation of the oil manna, the itch today is to carve up those immense underground riches.  As is true everywhere, a minority, readily described as an oligarchy by the partisans of the current “Proceso”, profits from the carve-up.  

However the situation is unique and lays bare fascinating geographic and historical dimensions as the 21st century begins.

Rational government

Historically, the long-standing importance of the conquering liberator Simon Bolivar, especially to the uneducated classes, sets the scene for a legitimate government based on a republic descended from Enlightenment ideals.  This republic is founded on a dictum which crowns the French institutional edifice, as well as on participative methods taken from the concrete progress made at Porto Allegre.

Logically, those responsible for the change of power also promote the thinking and virtuous personality of Simon Rodriguez , mentor of the great liberator, a born teacher quietly edified through his travels in the old radiant Europe of the 18th century.

To illustrate this influence, take the meetings held every Friday evening in an administrative building of the Caracas municipality, where militants of the “Bolivarian Revolution” from several barrios of the town take part in lessons on the teachings of Simon Rodriguez.

International collaboration

Geographically, Hugo Chavez has put in place a series of South-South exchanges unprecedented in the history of international economic relations through his journeys all over the world - beyond the OPEP zone where his primary sphere of influence lies.

The example of the bilateral talks with Cuba is a case in point: numerous opponents of president Chavez blame him for having established an agreement to supply Castro’s island with oil in exchange for several hundred doctors posted in Venezuelan hospitals. 

The parties concerned have found a common language.  Their leaders have challenged each other to matches of baseball as shuddering university academics look on. 

I would like to report on this shifting or even metamorphosing structure, if I may thus translate the word Mudanza its most positive sense, a word which reveals the will to transform the country which I witnessed while researching and recording the main character traits of the current government last July in the Andes.  To do so, I will put the spotlight on the legislative changes launched by the Venezuelan government concerning property ownership.

Property ownership reform

Quite apart from the agricultural reforms already seen in other parts of Latin America, the ownership of urban land and buildings – with Caracas the most notable example – has been under scrutiny for several months by a popular stakeholder forum attracting ordinary people to educational institutions or administrative buildings late at night and even on Sundays.

In the hope of a genuine judicial revolution, the famous “usucapion” derived from the French Civil Code allowing property to change hands after thirty years of continuous and non-contested possession will be reduced to ten years when the reform has been adopted.

The authorities’ efforts, which follow earlier educational and public health reforms, are explained by the urban classes’ unwillingness to contemplate an end to the “Proceso” started by a head of state whose likeness has yet to be found in public places.  

Charisma

Only the private media relays the vigorous voice of the contemptuous opposition against this leader whose charisma is heightened by a legitimacy or even authenticity which would make politicians in our developed economies go green with envy.  

Despite first impressions to the contrary during my stay in Venezuela, there is an absence of hero worship which allows one to ask a real political question: even taking into account the thoroughly democratic character of the metamorphosis taking place, will the “Proceso” outlive Hugo Chavez?

Whatever might happen on a domestic level, recent elections in Brazil and on the Equator are likely to make this man less isolated on the international stage.

Thierry Brunet is founder of the alternative television channel Protis TV in Marseille 

Translated by Dominique Berland/Elisabeth Jeffries

____________________________

4. Should we be scared of new technology?
Stuart Parkinson, Britain
Uncanny parallels between GM research now and nuclear power in the 1950s

It is extremely difficult to predict which directions technological development will take us, or what the effects of any new technology might have on society and the wider environment. Some effects will undoubtedly be positive, and others negative - but which will dominate for a given technology? 

One new technology which has recently begun to be widely adopted is genetically-modified (GM) crops. Should we be scared of this technology? Will it damage human health and the environment? Or are these fears unfounded? Before looking at the current evidence concerning this technology, it would be useful to try to derive some lessons from the past introduction of a ground-breaking new technology: nuclear power. 

“Atoms for peace”

The world's first nuclear power station, Calder Hall in the UK, was 'switched on' in 1956.  In those early days, government and industry officials were quick to sing the praises of this new technology. In general, they made four basic claims for nuclear power: (1) nuclear power would be independent of nuclear weapons; (2) nuclear power would become very cheap; (3) the chance of a major accident would be insignificant; (4) nuclear waste will pose no significant problems. 

Nuclear power has not lived up to these claims. An example of the first claim comes from US President Eisenhower who, in 1953, made his famous 'Atoms for peace' speech, highlighting the intention to develop nuclear power independently of nuclear weapons [1]. There was, and still is, a very clear attempt by advocates of nuclear power to distance themselves from these weapons of mass destruction. 

However, all nuclear power stations produce plutonium as waste, and this is the main substance used to construct nuclear weapons. The way a plant is operated determines whether the plutonium it produces is 'weapons grade' or 'civil grade'. But potentially, any plant can be operated so that it produces weapons grade material. 

What is more, even civil grade material can be used to make a nuclear bomb - it is just a bit more difficult. Consequently, the spread of nuclear power can cause the spread of nuclear weapons. For example, both India and Pakistan developed nuclear weapons after obtaining nuclear power technology. 

In 1954, the Chair of the US Atomic Energy Commission proclaimed that nuclear power would eventually bring about an age when electricity would be 'too cheap to meter'.  Yet, after 50 years of development, nuclear power has still not even become economic. Government subsidies are required for construction, while the full costs of decommissioning old plants and safely disposing of the waste are still rising. 

In the UK for example, the Government's current estimate for decommissioning all plants and dealing with their waste is a massive £48 billion. The industry has only set aside £4 billion to pay this bill. Further, the two UK nuclear operators British Energy and BNFL are currently in major financial difficulties. 

In 1975 the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission concluded that the risk of a major accident in a typical US reactor was 1 in 1 million years of reactor operation. Barely four years later, such an accident was only narrowly averted at the Three Mile Island nuclear power plant. Then in 1986, a major nuclear accident did occur at Chernobyl in the Ukraine. Casualties to date are estimated at 4,000 dead and 3.5 million suffering from radiation related illnesses. 

After Chernobyl, nuclear experts revised up their estimates of the probability of a major accident significantly. 

In 1960 the UK Atomic Energy Authority ordered a stop to research on the safe storage on high-level nuclear waste as they believed they knew enough to safely store it. They were roundly criticised in 1976 by the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution, and the research was restarted. 

High level waste is extremely dangerous (ie it can kill an unprotected person in minutes), but much is still in temporary storage, as treatment is expensive and long-term disposal is controversial. 

“Feed the world” through GM 

There are some important parallels between the case of GM crops and nuclear power. The first is that GM crop technology also has military potential. This is due to the fact that it can be used to deploy and/ or modify crop viruses to destroy certain types of crops. One current military interest is the potential to use it to destroy crops used for illegal drugs (eg opium, cocaine). 

However, if deployed in this way, it is possible that other non-target crops (eg food crops) will be killed or natural ecosystems damaged. The second parallel is the idea that GM agriculture will have major benefits for society, the most quoted one being to help 'feed the world' through major increases in crop yields. 

There are two main reasons to be sceptical of this claim. The first is that current problems of food shortages are not due to a lack of food, but due to inadequate distribution of that food due to poverty, war etc. The second reason to be sceptical is that the evidence to date on the yields of GM crops are not promising. 

For example, yields of GM soya are on average 5-10% lower than non-GM soya.  The third parallel is the current claim that it is highly unlikely that GM agriculture will cause a major irreversible accident. The process of genetic engineering involves the transfer of genetic material between organisms. The 
genetically modified organism may not be stable and hence the transferred material may 'leak out' and be taken up by another organism, eg bacteria or virus. 

Such a transfer, known as 'horizontal gene transfer' (HGT), may lead to the creation of more virulent viruses and bacteria. Many biologists believe such events to be very unlikely. However, HGT has been observed between GM-plants and plant viruses; GM-plants and soil micro-organisms; and GM material and bacteria in the human digestive tract. 

A particular concern is major, irreversible damage to soil fertility, through damage to soil micro-organisms.  The final parallel between nuclear power and GM agriculture is the claim that there will be no significant environmental or health effects. However, evidence is beginning to accumulate of possible problems. For example, beneficial insects such as butterflies have been found to be damaged by GM maize, while herbicide-resistant weeds have become a problem in areas of the US growing GM cotton. 

Learning from the past

There are clear parallels between the claims made by early nuclear power advocates and those currently being made by GM crop advocates. It is not uncommon for industry, governments or scientists to make enthusiastic promises of the benefits of a new technology, while paying less attention to the unknown risks. 

Society should be wary of these claims and take a more precautionary approach to the introduction of new technology. One particular change needed is the reduction of the role of powerful vested interests such as the military and business in directing technological development to suit their own narrow ends. 

Dr Stuart Parkinson is Chair of Scientists for Global Responsibility, UK. stuartp@sgr.org.uk
 http://www.sgr.org.uk 
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